Cultivating rice and identity : an ethnography of the Dusun people in Sabah, Malaysia by Gimbad, Elizabeth
 
Cultivating Rice and Identity: An Ethnography of the Dusun 
















I am deeply grateful for the assistance and guidance received from the following individuals 
and institutions that have been instrumental to the completion of this thesis. To my supervisor, 
Dr. Malini Sur, special thanks for your endless kindness, patience and unwavering support. This 
research would not have been possible without your constant encouragement, and generosity of 
time and spirit. To my confirmation of candidature panel, I would like to thank Professor Megan 
Watkins and Professor Mary Hawkins for their advice and suggestions during the planning of this 
project. To the coordinators of Western Sydney University’s Master of Research program, Dr. 
Alex Norman and Dr. Jack Tsonis, thank you for all your guidance. To the Higher Degree 
Research division of the Institute of Culture and Society, Associate Professor Denis Byrne, 
Tulika Dubey and all assisting officers, thank you for the work that you do; your support enables 
our research. 
To all the villagers of Kampung Rembituon and other unnamed informants who have 
contributed to this dissertation: pounsikou. I am forever grateful for your generosity in taking me 
into your homes and entrusting me with your stories.  
I acknowledge my thanks and appreciation to Western Sydney University for the Master of 
Research Scholarship (2018-2019) and the Institute for Culture and Society for providing the 
candidature support funds for fieldwork and thesis writing.  
Finally, I thank my family and friends for all their unwavering support and love throughout 
this journey. Special thanks to my mother for accompanying me to the field. To my father and 
Petra: thank you for holding the fort in my absence. My heartfelt gratitude to Steph and San for 
your steadfast faith and kindness. Lastly to Adrian: thank you for everything, always. 
 
Statement of Authentication 
The work presented in this thesis is, to the best of my knowledge and belief, original except as 
acknowledged in the text. I hereby declare that I have not submitted this material, either in full or 








Following anthropological convention, I have used pseudonyms for the villages where my 





Table of Contents 
ILLUSTRATIONS ................................................................................................................. III 
ABSTRACT .........................................................................................................................IV 
CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................. 1 
Research Questions ........................................................................................................ 3 
Ethnic Identities and Rice Cultivation ............................................................................ 3 
Rice and the Dusun of Sabah, Malaysia ......................................................................... 8 
Kadazan and Dusun Nationalism, and Christianity ...................................................... 12 
Rice Farming and Ethnic Identities in Independent Malaysia ....................................... 14 
Fieldwork in Kampung Rembituon ............................................................................... 16 
Chapter Outline ........................................................................................................... 21 
CHAPTER 2 DUSUN RICE CULTIVATION .............................................................................. 24 
Rice Agriculture in Peninsular Malaysia ...................................................................... 26 
Rice Agriculture in Malaysian Borneo.......................................................................... 29 
Rembituon Rice Cultivation and Trade ......................................................................... 32 
The Labours of Cultivating Rice ................................................................................... 36 
Rural-urban Migration and Rice .................................................................................. 41 
The Persistence of Rice Cultivation .............................................................................. 43 
CHAPTER 3 ORGANIC RICE FARMING AND ECOTOURISM ..................................................... 46 
Development and Participation .................................................................................... 48 
Organic Rice Farming and the SRI Method in Rembituon ............................................ 51 
Organic Rice Farming Workshop and Training ............................................................ 54 
ii 
 
Problems with Organic Farming .................................................................................. 57 
Rice and Rural Tourism ............................................................................................... 59 
Confidence or Misplaced Optimism? ............................................................................ 63 
Connections and Disconnections .................................................................................. 67 
CHAPTER 4  KAAMATAN: THE RICE HARVEST FESTIVAL ...................................................... 70 
Identity and Recognition .............................................................................................. 73 
Preparations for the Festival ........................................................................................ 76 
Expressions of Identity at KDCA .................................................................................. 83 
Performances of Identity in Kampung Rembituon ......................................................... 87 
Negotiating the Past, and Living in the Present ............................................................ 90 
CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................... 92 








Map 1: Sabah, Malaysia (Source: Google 2020a) ................................................................... 9 
Map 2: Kota Belud district of Sabah (Source: Google 2020b) .............................................. 17 
FIGURES 
Figure 1: View of Kampung Rembituon (Source: Author 2019) ........................................... 18 
Figure 2: River footbridge connecting homes and paddy fields in Kampung Rembituon 
(Source: Author 2019) ......................................................................................................... 37 
Figure 3: Footpaths winding through Rembituon paddy fields (Source: Author 2019) .......... 40 
Figure 4: Irregularly shaped paddy plots in Kampung Rembituon (Source: Author 2019) .... 40 
Figure 6: Organic rice farming training in Kampung Liang (Source: Author 2019). ............. 54 
Figure 7: View of Rembituon paddy fields with mountains in background; Mount Kinabalu 
sits hidden behind clouds (Source: Author 2019) ................................................................. 64 
Figure 8: A Rembituon farmer fertilising her paddy field with organic fertiliser. In the 
background, a newly filled paddy land sits ready for the construction of a new homestay 
(Source: Author 2019) ......................................................................................................... 65 
Figure 9: Promotion of newly developed rice varieties for commercial agriculture at the state 
agricultural department’s KDCA booth (Source: Author 2019). ........................................... 82 
Figure 10: Dusun heirloom rice from Kota Belud district displayed at KDCA (Source: Author 






This thesis explores the construction of Dusun ethnic identity in relation to rice 
cultivation. The Dusun people of Sabah, Malaysia, are part of the indigenous Kadazandusun 
community, who are historically known as rice agriculturists. Anthropologists exploring the 
complexities of Dusun ethnicity have long employed socio-political discourses in their 
approaches. In this study, I depart from this dominant discourse by showing how rice cultivation 
is the main boundary that separates the Dusun from other ethnic groups of Malaysia. Based on 6 
weeks of ethnographic fieldwork in the Kota Belud district of Sabah, this thesis demonstrates the 
centrality of rice in every day Dusun life and its influence on Dusun identity. Since the British 
colonial administration and formation of Malaysia in 1963, shifting rural–urban networks, state 
policies and Christianity have transformed village practices. This thesis shows how these, and 
current forms of rice cultivation affects Dusun identity. I argue that rice farming allows Dusun 
villagers to provide for themselves by growing rice and maintaining claims to ancestral paddy 
land. The cultivation of rice and organic rice provides new economic possibilities, additionally 
enabling some villagers to engage in rice-based ecotourism. The preservation of heirloom rice 
and traditional rice farming methods are also important expressions of Dusun agricultural identity 
and community values. The significance of rice is further seen during the annual Kaamatan rice 
festival, which this thesis explores across village and state-levels. I show how participation in 
Kaamatan foregrounds the Dusun and their related groups in their shared origins, and allows 
them to assert their presence on the Malaysian political landscape. This thesis demonstrates how 
the Dusun people mobilize their ethnic identities in relationship to rice to express their identities 
and to gain formal recognition from the Malaysian state. 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
When I arrived at Kota Kinabalu International Airport for fieldwork in April 2019, I was 
greeted by a large tourist billboard depicting the many attractions found in the Malaysian state of 
Sabah. The images included Mount Kinabalu, orangutans, turtles, and smiling women in 
Kadazandusun dress standing against a backdrop of lush green paddy fields. The indigenous 
Kadazandusun people are regarded as the rice farmers of Sabah. Rice and Kadazandusun people 
featured prominently on tourism brochures and other materials. At a distance of nine kilometres 
from the airport, in a supermarket, I discovered commercial brands of rice for sale with images of 
Kadazandusun women printed on the packaging. These images and the occasional Kadazandusun 
phrase marked these commercial brands as local ‘Sabah rice.’  
A few days later, I arrived in Kampung Rembituon, a rice farming village in the Kota Belud 
district of Sabah to commence fieldwork. Here I met Rina, a Dusun rice farmer in her forties. The 
hardworking Rina was a far cry from the svelte Kadazandusun beauties featured in tourist 
pamphlets, as was the rice that she cultivated. 
 ‘This is proper Sabah rice,’ Rina said, showing me the various types of red, white and black 
heirloom rice cultivated by her family. Like the other villagers I encountered during fieldwork, 
Rina did not think of supermarket rice as authentic Sabah rice. She conveyed that such brands 
were considered ‘Sabah rice’ in that the grain was grown and processed in the state. However, the 
seeds were developed in research facilities for commercial rice agriculture. Rina felt that 
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commercial rice lacked fragrance and flavour. She stated their sterility was ‘abnormal’. In 
contrast, the heirloom grains that she and other villagers cultivated were passed on from one 
generation to the next, and from one friend to another. Rina insisted that ‘proper’ Sabah rice was 
flavourful with a richness and identity of its own.   
Based on ethnographic fieldwork with rice cultivators in Kampung Rembituon, this 
dissertation shows how the Dusun in Sabah, Malaysia express their ethnic identity in everyday 
life. Specifically, this study aims to examine Dusun ethnic identity in relationship to rice farming, 
tourism and the Kaamatan rice harvest festival. Changing rural–urban networks, state policies 
and Christianity have transformed village practices related to Dusun identity as increasing 
numbers of villagers leave to seek employment outside their immediate surroundings. At the 
same time, villagers who continue to live in the village and cultivate rice, and those who return 
from cities, create new economic possibilities for themselves and their families by growing rice, 
including organic rice, and engaging in ecotourism within the village. The broader Kadazandusun 
group, to which the Dusun people belong, are part of the bumiputera—an ethnic category that 
includes the Malays and indigenous peoples of Sabah and Sarawak.
1
 According to the Malaysian 
Constitution, the bumiputera are accorded special status and privileges. As rice farming is a 
predominantly bumiputera activity, the Malaysian state is invested in intensifying rice production 
to ensure food security and to improve bumiputera rice farmers’ incomes. I argue that the 
narratives underlying the rural Dusun’s motivations for rice farming and responses to other rice-
                                               
1 Also spelled ‘bumiputra’, the term ‘bumiputera’ comes from the Malay language, meaning ‘son of the soil’ 
(Macquarie Dictionary 2020). There is ongoing debate as to whether the indigenous Orang Asli of Peninsular 
Malaysia are part of the bumiputera, as Article 153 of the Malaysian Constitution only mentions ‘the Malays and 
natives of any of the States of Sabah and Sarawak.’ 
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related activities are expressions of ethnicity and belonging, which also demonstrates their 
political ethnic identities in relationship to the Malaysian state.  
Research Questions 
The research questions I explore in this thesis are as follows: 
● Why is rice ethnically meaningful to the Dusun people of Sabah? 
● How do Dusun and non-Dusun people respond to ecotourism surrounding rice-
based tourism? 
● How are bumiputera and Dusun ethnic identities mobilised through the Kaamatan 
rice harvest festival? 
● How do the Dusun people see themselves and rice cultivation in relationship to the 
Malaysian nation-state? 
Ethnic Identities and Rice Cultivation 
Scholars foreground ethnicity as a social identity that allows systematic differentiation 
between groups based on ideas of shared ancestry, culture, language or religion, which unites 
group members across time and geographical space (Eriksen 2010; Nagel 1994). For ‘full 
ethnicity’ to exist, ethnic group members must engage in activities that involve features of shared 
origins and culture (Yinger 1981, p. 250). There are three main features in the construction of 
ethnicity: self-identification, external recognition, and participation in meaningful activities 
(Yinger 1981, p. 250). As a highly organised economic and social activity, rice cultivation has 




Primordialist approaches to ethnicity theorise that group solidarity is influenced by primordial 
ties—‘the tie of blood’ (Shils 1957, p. 142)—that produce strong emotional attachments which 
are reinforced through cultural practices. The primordial approach enables us to consider the 
emotional elements involved in ethnic group formation. However, scholars like Fredrik Barth 
(1998) argue that primordialism simplifies the complexities of ethnicity, and priorities the 
significance of ‘the cultural stuff’ (Barth 1998, p. 15). The primordial essentialist approach views 
ethnicity as fixed (Bacova 1998), suggesting that ethnic group behaviour and practices remain 
unchanged through time and space. Ethnic groups are assumed to carry ‘core’ cultural traits that 
are characteristic of the community, ignoring the social dynamics that influence ethnic group 
construction (Modood 2013, p. 82). 
According to Fredrik Barth (1998), anthropological research on ethnicity needs to investigate 
the ethnic boundaries which define group identity and membership. Anthropologists need to 
recognise ethnic boundaries as social patterns that reinforce ethnic self-identification among 
group members, and influence non-members’ perceptions of the group’s identity. Barth (1998) 
suggests that ethnicity is variable and situational, resulting from internal and external social 
ascriptions. The fluidity of ethnicity suggests that, depending on the situation and audience, a 
person may have multiple identities to choose from; however, this diversity does not mean 
ethnicity is always a personal choice, or completely dependent on group identification and 
belonging (Nagel 1994, pp. 154–5). 
The process of ethnic group formation and ethnic identification is influenced by economic 
and political factors (Barth 1998; Nagata 1979). Group members participate in strategic 
essentialism by simplifying their group image for the purpose of defining themselves as distinct 
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and separate from other groups (Eide 2010, p. 76). In doing so, members strategically arrange 
difference to pursue particular political objectives (Nagel 1994). The alignment of state policies 
and personal objectives may influence a person’s choice to identify with a particular ethnicity, 
especially if this choice improves their access to resources (Nagata 1976, 1979). Ethnic 
boundaries enables the identification of group members and creates inter-group solidarity 
(Eriksen 2010, p. 23). However, the boundaries may also effectively create rifts between ethnic 
groups when access to political power and resources is determined by ethnic considerations 
(Nagel 1994). Ethnic identification increased in the presence of violent ethnic conflict or 
competition between groups; these shared experiences form an emotional basis for ethnic group 
solidarity and mobilisation (van Evera 2001, pp. 20–1). In this dissertation, I focus on the 
importance of recognising the influence of external forces in constructing ethnic identities and 
their boundaries. I show that, although these external forces may not be purposefully targeted at 
an ethnic group, their targeted objects and activities may be ethnically meaningful, thus indirectly 
affecting shared experiences and ethnic identities.  I particularly foreground these internal 
motivations and external factors that influence the construction of Dusun identity in relationship 
to rice cultivation. 
In regions where rice is the main staple food, rice is closely linked to the identities of those 
who cultivate and consume the grain. Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney (1993) refers to such expressions of 
self-identification as ‘rice as self,’ where rice is a primary metaphor for the Japanese self 
(Ohnuki-Tierney 1993, pp. 4–5). She suggests that the ideas of ‘rice as self’ and ‘rice paddies as 
our land’ (Ohnuki-Tierney 1993, p. 1) provide ‘windows’ into Japanese society; ‘revealing 
something important about the culture’ (Ohnuki-Tierney 1993, p. 5). Her study traces rice 
through different historical time periods in Japan, following the usage of rice for ritual and 
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prestige food to its current position as a staple. Although the metaphor of ‘rice as self’ is 
contradicted by the decline of Japanese rice agriculture (Ohnuki-Tierney 1993, pp. 17–29), the 
symbolic significance of rice to the Japanese psyche outweighs these practical concerns. The 
visibility of rice demonstrates how the grain has permeated multiple aspects of Japanese society 
and influenced the ways in which the Japanese view themselves. The Japanese used rice to 
differentiate themselves from other societies by drawing boundaries between ‘domestic’ 
(Japanese) rice and ‘foreign’ (non-Japanese) rice (Ohnuki-Tierney 1993, p. 104), and between 
rice-eating Japanese and meat-eating Westerners. Rice functions as a symbolic boundary for 
Japanese society.  
Unlike the island of Japan, Malini Sur (2016) demonstrates how cultivating paddy land and 
producing rice in land-locked South Asian territories bordering Southeast Asia redefined ethnic, 
religious and national boundaries between people and territories. As the national boundaries 
cutting across agrarian territories of newly independent India and Pakistan became hazy and 
imprecise on the ground, the actions of rice cultivators came under increasing state scrutiny 
throughout the transition from the late colonial to the early post-colonial periods. Rural rice 
cultivators were suddenly displaced from ancestral lands and relocated across ‘fuzzy political 
margins’ (Sur 2016, p. 809). By labouring in paddy fields and working with political authorities, 
these rural actors were able to claim agrarian land and protect paddy field borders for survival. 
Rice cultivation is thus intrinsically also linked not only to labour and social structures, but also 
to the marking of national boundaries and identities.  
Joanna Davidson’s study of Jola people in West Africa offers a different perspective on the 
role of rice, demonstrating how it functions as a social phenomenon that produces social systems, 
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or ‘wholes’ (Davidson 2016, p. 5) Writing about the Jola, Davidson states that rice ‘has mediated 
all social spheres and held together the contradictions across them. It has been the means through 
which people present themselves to themselves and to others’ (Davidson 2016, p. 6). Rice is the 
linchpin for relationships, networks and encounters in West Africa (Davidson 2016, p. 3). The 
grain is deemed sacred in Jola imagination because its cultivation gives meaning to the Jola 
(Davidson 2016, pp. 4–5). West African rice cultivation is driven by various factors, such as 
religious practice and social relationships within the community, which enables the usage of 
paddy land, labour sharing, and the cultivation of rice (Davidson 2016, p. 99). However, the shift 
away from rice farming and the subsequent decline of rice production is changing relationships 
amongst the Jola and their worldview. Davidson uses rice as a conduit for observing the various 
processes—political, social, ecological and symbolic—that construct understandings of rice as a 
sacred crop, and for exploring the subsequent changes that impact the role of rice in Jola society 
(Davidson 2016, p. 8). In this dissertation, I am especially interested in how rice is ethnically 
meaningful to societies, not just as a shared identity and grain of sustenance, but in how the grain 
functions as a tool for communicating and understanding change in rice-growing communities 
and in the broader social and political environment. 
In the pages that follow, I advance that rice is the fundamental basis of the Dusun and broader 
Kadazandusun ethnicity. The Bruneian Malays first described the indigenous people of inland 
North Borneo as Orang Dusun—‘people of the orchards’ (Rutter 2007, p. 30)—because of their 
agricultural ability. Since the pre-colonial period, rice and its cultivation has been historically 
significant to Dusun and other Kadazandusun subgroups. Rice was a staple food and main 
agricultural crop for trade with other ethnic groups. Animistic rites and social celebrations were 
organised around the agricultural rice cycle and its harvest. When British explorers and scholars 
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arrived in the Bornean region, they were struck by Dusun rice agricultural practices, seeing them 
as particularly advanced. The agricultural identity of the Dusun people became formalised under 
British colonial administration for bureaucratic purposes. As North Borneo inched closer to 
independence and its subsequent merger with the Malaysian Federation, the Dusun celebration of 
the rice harvest and acknowledgement of their shared agricultural identity with other 
Kadazandusun subgroups became increasingly significant. Rice has held the Dusun people 
together through their transition from Dusun to Kadazan, to Kadazandusun. This thesis traces the 
contemporary complexities that surround rice cultivation and Dusun identity to British colonial 
administration, the Malaysian struggle for independence, constitutional provisions for indigenous 
groups, as well as local political and cultural dynamics in Sabah that continue into the present 
day. By offering an in-depth ethnographic analysis of Dusun villagers, and of their lives and 
actions surrounding rice cultivation, I show how people are facing the dilemma of staying in their 
ancestral homes and growing rice, or leaving to seek their fortunes elsewhere. Drawing from my 
fieldwork in the Dusun village of Rembituon, I argue that rice and its related activities—farming, 
ecotourism and the harvest festival—continue as assertions of economic, cultural identity and 
political identity. Above all, I show how rice continues to be central in Kampung Rembituon in 
the making of a Dusun community.  
Rice and the Dusun of Sabah, Malaysia 
Malaysia consists of the former British colonies of British Malaya (current day Peninsular 
Malaysia), British North Borneo (modern day Sabah), and Sarawak. The latter two—which are 
collectively known as Malaysian Borneo—are part of the island of Borneo and separated from 
Peninsular Malaysia by the South China Sea. Malaya was first colonised by the Portuguese and 
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Dutch during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, before falling under British rule in the late 
eighteenth century. Sarawak was ceded to James Brooke by the Brunei sultanate in 1841. North 
Borneo was acquired from the Brunei and Sulu sultanates, and formally governed by the British 
North Borneo Chartered Company in 1881. These differences in administration, coupled with the 
different ethnic compositions of each territory, have created a diverse range of histories and 
identities.  
 
Map 1: Sabah, Malaysia (Source: Google 2020a) 
The indigenous Dusun people are part of the largest ethnic group in Sabah, known as the 
Kadazandusun. In 2010, the Kadazandusun constituted 24.5% of the state’s population 
(Population and housing census of Malaysia 2010, p. 5). However, they are a minority group in 





 Their name is a portmanteau of the words ‘Kadazan’ and ‘Dusun’ which were the 
former ethnic labels for the Kadazandusun, before the compromise of Kadazandusun as a 
collective term emerged in the late 1990s. Today, ‘Kadazan’ refers to the Kadazandusun 
population of Penampang and Papar districts, and ‘Dusun’ is used by most non-Kadazan groups 
under the broader Kadazandusun collective. 
The term Orang Dusun—‘people of the orchards’ (Evans 1990, p. 35; Roth 1896, p. 22; 
Rutter 2007, p. 30)—was coined by the Bruneian Malays during the pre-colonial period to 
describe the agricultural populations of North Borneo. At this time, the Kadazandusun did not 
have a single ethnic label for themselves. They saw themselves as separate communities with 
shared similarities of languages and mythical origins (Glyn-Jones 1953, p. 117). Each community 
had a different name (Barlocco 2014, p. 38; Evans 1990, p. 35; Glyn-Jones 1953, pp. 117–8), or 
referred to their ‘landsmen’ status to differentiate themselves from seafaring communities (Evans 
1990, p. 79; Evans 2007, p. 11; Glyn-Jones 1953, p. 118; Reid 1997, p. 126).
3
 To outsiders, 
however, they belonged to the same ethnic group due to their skill in cultivating rice.  
                                               
2 There is much confusion over the definition of Kadazandusun in Malaysia. Generally speaking, individuals of 
Kadazan or Dusun descent are regarded as Kadazandusun and included as such in the national Malaysian census. 
The Kadazandusun Cultural Association (KDCA)—the leading association for Kadazandusun affairs—regards other 
ethnic groups, such as the Murut, as part of the Kadazandusun collective and includes these groups in KDCA events. 
However, the Malaysian government regards the Murut and Kadazandusun as separate ethnic categories. This is 
reflected in the Malaysian population census of 2010. The exact Kadazandusun population in Malaysia is unknown. 
According to the Malaysian population census of 2010, there was a total of 555,647 Kadazandusun in Sabah. 
However, the number of Kadazandusun in other states was not provided in the census. In 2010, the Malay population 
was the largest ethnic group in Malaysia (14.1 million), followed by the Chinese (6.4 million) and the Indian 
communities (1.9 million). 
3 The term kadazan is believed to either mean ‘people of the land as opposed to sea-farers’ (Glyn-Jones 1953, p. 
118), or is derived from the local dialect for ‘town’ (Reid 1997, p. 126). Also, the term tulun tindal is often translated 
as ‘landsmen’ (Evans 1990, p. 79). In the formal Kadazandusun language, the word tulun means ‘to descend [of 
familial lineage]’ (Kadazan-Dusun Malay-English Dictionary 2015, p. 802) while tindal means ‘dry land’ (Kadazan-
Dusun Malay-English Dictionary 2015, p. 741). However, the Rembituon villagers argue that tindal is more 
accurately understood as meaning ‘not of the sea’ (Malay: bukan laut), explaining that the word is a comparison 
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Rice has historically been the main economic activity for the Dusun and other Kadazandusun 
subgroups; for sustenance and trade (Evans 1990, pp. 138–9; St. John 1862, p. 237; Whitehead 
1893, p. 61). Although rice was cultivated by other groups, their output was low because of 
inefficient farming and other subsistence activities (Evans 1990, pp. 201–3; Rutter 2008, p. 86). 
Conversely, the Dusun devoted ‘their time almost entirely to rice-cultivation’ (Whitehead 1893, 
p. 25). Land was maximised by planting wet rice on plains and hill rice on steep hillsides (Evans 
1990, pp. 103–6; Rutter 2007, pp. 86–93; Rutter 2008, pp. 269–73). They also used ploughs and 
constructed elaborate irrigation systems using canals and bamboo (Rutter 2007, p. 91; St. John 
1862, p. 377). Outsiders regarded these methods as ‘the highest form of native agriculture found 
in North Borneo’ (Rutter 2007, p. 89).  
The North Borneo Chartered Company adopted the term ‘Dusun’ (Evans 1990, p. 35; Reid 
1997, p. 121) as a formal ethnic category in the first North Borneo population census of 1891 
(Ueda 2006, pp. 71–80). In doing so, the Chartered Company created ethnic categories based on 
primary activities (Barlocco 2014, pp. 37–8). The Dusun were the rice farmers (St. John 1862, p. 
297; Evans 1990, p. 141). The coastal Bajau and Illanun relied on the sea for food and trade (St. 
John 1862, p. 297; Evans 1990, p. 141). The hill Murut practised shifting cultivation and a 
hunter-gather lifestyle (Reid 1997, p. 121; Rutter 2008, p. 56).
4
 Those living along the 
Kinabatangan River were identified as ‘Orang Sungai’ (river people). This formalisation of ethnic 
categories and definitions solidified Dusun agricultural identity, especially in relation to rice.  
                                                                                                                                                        
between land and sea. This concurs with Evans’ interpretation: ‘The name that the Dusuns apply to themselves… is 
Tindal, kotindalan meaning land as compared to sea’ (Evans 2007, p.11). Tulun tindal is more accurately translated 
as ‘having descended from those [people] who are not of the sea’ (Malay: dari keturunan yang bukan laut). 
4 Murut is derived from the Bajau word for “hill”, belud. 
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The relationship between rice and the Dusun was further reinforced by the prominence of rice 
in Dusun animism (Evans 2007). Rice was believed to house a spirit known as the bambarayon, 
which was responsible for good harvests and household wealth. Each stage of the rice cultivation 
cycle was marked by a set of rituals performed to ward off evil spirits and ensure good rice 
harvests. During the rice harvest, ceremonies were held to honour the bambarayon and to escort 
them to the granary. Rice was also used as a ritual offering during other animistic rites. Rituals 
were performed when making rice wine, which was consumed during Dusun celebrations. Major 
agricultural rituals were regularly conducted to ensure the fecundity of the wet paddy fields.  
Kadazan and Dusun Nationalism, and Christianity 
In the 1950’s, local indigenous leaders asked the British administration to replace ‘Dusun’ 
with ‘Kadazan’ as a formal ethnic label. By now, North Borneo and Sarawak were under British 
administration. The Brooke family and Chartered Company had ceded control to the British 
Colonial Office after WWII, as they were unable to afford the post-war reconstruction costs. By 
the 1950s, the British government had decided to exit from their South-East Asian colonies due 
to the rise of Communism and other nationalist movements in the region. In North Borneo, local 
leaders campaigned for the renaming of North Borneo and the Dusun people, arguing that these 
names were affixed by outsiders (Roff 1969, p. 330). They additionally asked the British 
administration to recognise the rice harvest as an official public holiday.  
These actions represented a set of attempts by the indigenous community to reclaim their 
ethnic identities. Leaders sought to distance themselves from the negative connotations 
associated being ‘Dusun’ as it was also used as a derogatory term for backwardness (Barlocco 
2014, p. 36; Roff 1969, p. 330). However, some leaders decided to maintain their Dusun label. 
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Although they agreed that the Dusun and Kadazan were part of a larger ethnic collective, they 
could not identify with being Kadazan (Luping 1994, p. 105; Roff 1969, p. 330; Reid 1997, p. 
127).  
This debate between Kadazan and Dusun identity occupied much of the period leading up to 
the formation of Malaysia in 1963. In 1961, a proposal was made to merge Malaya with the other 
British colonies of Singapore, Sabah and Sarawak into a single nation-state.
5
 Concerned by the 
ethnic politics of Malaya, the Kadazandusun community agreed that it was essential for them to 
form a united ethnic front. As I show in Chapter 4, the rice harvest festival was essential to this 
purpose, reminding them of their shared animistic past and cultivation practices. 
By now, Christianity had a firmhold in the Dusun and other Kadazandusun communities. 
Christianity arrived in North Borneo in the 1850s (Kib 2004). Although Islam is believed to have 
arrived earlier in 1350, Christian missions were more successful as they combined religious 
conversion with community development (Kib 2004, p. 63). Their arrival is associated with 
improvements in local standards of living, including the establishment of mission schools, health 
care and various agricultural projects (Kib 2004). However, indigenous conversion to 
Christianity drew a curtain over animism. The bobolian (priestess) ceased to exist (Porodong 
2010). New converts could ignore the animistic strictures on puru (taboo) land to use for rice 
cultivation (Low & Pugh-Kitingan 2015; Porodong 2010, p. 84).  
Kadazan and Dusun unity, and Christianity were threatened throughout the late 1960s to the 
mid-1980s when Malayisation and Islamisation policies were introduced to Sabah under the 
                                               
5 Brunei was initially included in this plan, but they withdrew. 
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leadership of Tun Mustapha Harun (1968-1975) and the succeeding Berjaya government (1976-
1985). This repression of (Christian) Kadazandusun cultural and political activities was followed 
by the revival of Kadazandusun nationalism under the Bersatu government in the late 1980s (Loh 
1992; Ongkili 2003), which I further discuss in Chapter 4.  
Rice Farming and Ethnic Identities in Independent Malaysia 
Agriculture in Malaysia—particularly rice farming—is a primarily bumiputera activity. When 
the British colonial government established itself in Malaya, attempts to increase rice production 
were hampered by the lack of local Malay labour for growing rice and other crops (Hill 2012). In 
the late 1800, Chinese and Indian immigrant labourers expanded the Malayan work force; 
however, they had little financial incentive to engage in rice farming, and it was cheaper to 
import rice from neighbouring Siam and Burma (Kratoska 1982). The Malays additionally 
objected, fearing that this would threaten their traditional position as rice farmers and landholders 
(Kratoska 1982). Rice cultivation was viewed as the exclusive birthright of the bumiputera 
community.  
After the formation of Malaysia in 1963, rice agriculture continued to be seen and protected 
as a bumiputera occupation. The new government realised ‘that the rice-growing peasantry 
represented a substantial power bloc for whom it was both politically and economically desirable 
to do something’ (Hill 2013, p. 111). At the time, two-thirds of votes came from the rural 
population, and rice farmers formed a fifth of Malaysia’s labour force (Bray 2014, p. 16). 
Therefore, it was within the government’s interests to protect their rural (Malay) electorate and 
their Malay identity as rice farmers (Hill 2013, p. 261). After the May 13, 1969 racial riots, the 
Malaysian government formulated a national masterplan to reduce interethnic tensions by 
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addressing the economic disparities between the bumiputera and the non-bumiputera 
communities. The New Economic Policy proposed to address this situation through ‘“poverty 
eradication regardless of race” and “restructuring society to eliminate the identification of race 
with economic function”’ (Jomo 2004, p. iii). Rice farmers became one of the main targets of the 
NEP. More than 90% of rice farmers were Malay, and the incidence of poverty was extremely 
high (Bray 2014, p. 14; Fujimoto 1991, p. 436).  
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the government embarked upon a series of schemes to 
expand national rice production. Major irrigation schemes in Peninsular Malaysia were 
developed to secure wet rice crops and enable off-season cropping. The government also 
expanded wet rice acreage and introduced rice farming subsidies. They encouraged farmers to 
adopt high-yield seed varieties and mechanisation. The initial increase in rice production was 
followed by a decline in the 1980s due to unfavourable weather conditions and the abandonment 
of paddy land caused by labour shortages from rural–urban migration. This prompted the 
establishment of paddy granary areas (jelapang padi) for the intensification of rice production. 
However, as I discuss in Chapter 2, these rice agricultural policies introduced new inequalities to 
rice cultivators.   
Contact, conflict, competition and mutual accommodation between groups creates, affects 
and reinforces ethnic boundaries. For multiethnic countries like Malaysia, interethnic 
relationships and divisions are key issues for national stability and economic development. These 
intersections and the state’s role in constructing ethnic identity are much-studied topics in 
Malaysian scholarship (Hirschman 1987; Holst 2012; Nagata 1979; Shamsul & Athi 2015). 
However, these discussions have mostly centred on ethno-political narratives, influencing recent 
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research on Kadazandusun identity in Sabah (Barlocco 2014; Gingging 2013; Puyok & Bagang 
2011; Tangit 2017). The construction of Kadazandusun identity is frequently framed as a political 
project by multiple actors for multiple agendas (Barlocco 2014; Puyok & Bagang 2011) and are 
further complicated by interethnic relationships between the Kadazandusun and non-
Kadazandusun (Barlocco 2014; Gingging 2013; Tangit 2017).   
These studies have provided some light on the construction of Kadazandusun identity. 
However, the question of ‘Who … do [the Kadazandusun] think they are?’ (Reid 1997, p.120) 
remains unanswered. The aforementioned studies indicate that the construction of Kadazandusun 
ethnicity and identity are deeply rooted in fears about the ‘other’ who threaten to marginalise the 
Kadazandusun. The Kadazandusun are defined by who they are not, rather than who they are. In 
this dissertation, I depart from previous scholarship by looking at ethnicity through its connection 
with rice. This relationship is implicit in the Dusun name, which acts as a constant, yet 
unconscious, reminder of their intimate relationship with agriculture. I argue that Dusun identity 
is intimately connected with the consumption, cultivation and practice of rice-related activities. In 
Kampung Rembituon, where my fieldwork was conducted, Christianity has adapted to and 
reinforced Dusun identity in relation to rice, effectively adding new layers of Christian morality 
to Dusun adat (customs). This thesis sheds a new light on the construction of Dusun ethnicity 
through a comprehensive approach to the study of ethnicity in relationship to rice cultivation. 
Fieldwork in Kampung Rembituon  
I conducted fieldwork over a six-week period—from 28 April 2019 to 9 June 2019—in 
Kampung Rembituon, a Dusun village in the Kota Belud district. This district is described in 
public media as the ‘rice bowl’ of Sabah. In 2012, the federal government announced the 
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development of the first Sabah granary area in Kota Belud. As of 2016, 21.2% (8,589 hectares) of 
Sabah’s paddy fields were located in Kota Belud (Department of Agriculture Sabah 2016).  
 
Map 2: Kota Belud district of Sabah (Source: Google 2020b) 
Kampung Rembituon was located in the hilly regions of Kota Belud. The original village 
settlement was formerly positioned on a nearby mountain ridge, overlooking the wet paddy fields 
in the valley. Villagers relocated to their current position after the 1960s, when the village 
primary school was built by the river, to save their children the long walk from home to school. 
The village now nestled in a river valley, where houses and paddy fields jostle for place along 
both sides of the river. It was 74 kilometres from Kota Kinabalu city, and a half-hour drive from 
the townships of Kota Belud, Tamparuli and Nabalu. In recent years, Kota Belud has become a 




Figure 1: View of Kampung Rembituon (Source: Author 2019) 
Kampung Rembituon possessed a total of 966 villagers. Of this, roughly 400 people were 
living in the village, spread over 100 households. Except for several non-Dusun spouses, most 
villagers defined themselves as Dusun.
6 
The majority of villagers belonged to the Borneo 
Evangelical Church (SIB), which is one of the largest Christian denominations in Sabah. There 
were few villagers between the ages of 18 and 35 years. Most in that age range had left after high 
school to continue tertiary education or pursue careers elsewhere. However, these individuals 
were still considered part of the village community through birth and inheritance rights. About 
70% of the villagers were involved in agriculture on a full or part-time basis: cultivating rice, 
                                               
6 Some were registered as ‘Kadazan’ on their identity documents. However, they described themselves as ‘Dusun.’ 
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rubber, fruit, and cocoa. The remainder were engaged in the government service or privately 
employed—mostly in transport and construction. 
Most Rembituon household incomes were low, hovering above the state poverty line of MYR 
(Malaysian Ringgit) 1,180.
7
 However, villagers saw their incomes as the norm for rural areas. 
Although incomes were low compared to urban households, villagers did not feel worse off. They 
had good road access from the village to surrounding towns and the city. Rembituon was also 
connected to the national electricity grid and internet fibre optic network.  
Like other villages in Sabah, village affairs were managed by the ketua kampung (village 
headman) and the Village Community Management Council (MPKK) committee, who were 
appointed by the Sabah state government. The ketua kampung is the keeper of adat, a term that 
encompasses the practice of traditions and native customary law. The MPKK committee liaises 
with the government and is responsible for managing village operations and development. They 
also work with the local church committee in maintaining village order and morals. 
Almost all households had a paddy plot of their own. As I discuss in the following chapter, 
the Rembituon farmers planted heirloom rice, which took six months to mature. Both wet and hill 
rice were planted as a single annual crop. There is no single rice cycle in Sabah, each village 
followed their own individual cycle according to local weather conditions. In Rembituon, wet 
rice was grown from April to early December, while hill rice was cultivated from August to 
February. The latter was planted in lesser quantities due to its lower yield and increased labour 
requirements. Many farmers had converted their hill paddy fields to rubber and fruit tree 
                                               
7 Approximately AUD$425. 
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orchards. Farmers were additionally discouraged from cultivating hill rice due to decreased 
support from the Malaysian government. Under the government paddy subsidy program, wet 
paddy farmers received MYR 200
8
 for pest control and additional aid in the form of fertilisers 
and herbicides for every acre under cultivation. Hill rice farmers were only provided fertiliser and 
herbicides. However, these subsidies were only available to farmers who possessed the title deed 
to their land. 
For the past decade, the village has been at the centre of several protests against a government 
proposed dam in the Rembituon valley. In 2009, the Sabah state government proposed to build a 
dam in Kota Belud for drinking water and wet rice cultivation. The government argued that the 
dam would be beneficial for Sabah’s rice industry and enable double -cropping, where rice is 
grown twice a year. According to the government’s plans, the village would be relocated and 
their ancestral lands flooded by the building of the dam. Despite assurances of appropriate 
financial compensation, the villagers refused to entertain any government proposals. In April 
2019, the state government announced that they would be cancelling the Rembituon dam project. 
At the time of writing, the village had yet to receive the official letter of cancellation from the 
government.  
The main method employed for this project was participant observation, which refers to all 
field observations, including the formal and informal interviews that occur during the research 
process (Agar 1996). It is essential to ethnographic fieldwork as it allows researchers to build 
closer relationships with their informants, provides greater access to informants and activities, 
                                               
8 Approximately AUD$72 
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and offers a deeper understanding of the research problem. These observations also allow 
researchers to cross-check interview data against any behavioural contradictions displayed by 
informants.  
The majority of my fieldwork period was spent in Kampung Rembituon. I spent a week in 
Kota Kinabalu, the state capital of Sabah, to observe the state Kaamatan rice harvest festival held 
on 30th and 31st May 2019, and to conduct some academic research in the Sabah State Archives 
and local libraries. I embarked on day trips to the tamu (market) at Taginambur, Tamparuli, 
Tuaran, Donggongon and Kota Belud to observe and interview the tamu rice sellers. I also visited 
nearby villages engaged in ecotourism. During my stay in Rembituon, I followed villagers 
through their day, participating in their daily work, leisure and community activities.  
As I am of partial Dusun descent from the Kota Belud district, and despite being Dusun 
bandar (an urbanised Dusun), the people in my fieldwork area welcomed me into the village. All 
interviews were conducted in the local Malay patois. I conducted open-ended and semi-structured 
interviews with informants and collected audio data using a tape recorder. Before this project, I 
had little familiarity with the area as I was raised outside Kota Belud and rarely visited this 
region. The names of all individuals, places and private organisations have been changed. 
Exceptions have been made for the names of major towns and districts.  
Chapter Outline 
Chapter 2 foregrounds how Dusun farmers regard rice as significant to their ethnic identity. 
Using the term semangat (spirit), the consumption and cultivation of rice is linked to Dusun 
expressions of their physical, emotional and spiritual being. I argue that the persistence of 
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heirloom rice cultivation and traditional Dusun rice farming is the result of creative adaptation to 
their surroundings and knowledge of the consumer market. These have inadvertently continued to 
support traditional structures and practices in the village, demonstrating the ability of rice to 
permeate different aspects of Dusun society. Additionally, the continued preservation of heirloom 
grain and paddy fields provides long-term security for Rembituon migrants who are forced to 
return to the village.  
Chapter 3 explores the development of rice-based community-led initiatives. I show how, by 
adopting organic farming, Dusun farmers are reconsidering the value of their ancestral practices 
and utilising their knowledge to revitalise Dusun agricultural methods and the Dusun community. 
Simultaneously, the development of rural tourism is allowing villages to capitalise on their 
natural surroundings and paddy fields as tourist assets. However, developing Rembituon for 
tourism has required the conversion of paddy land for homestay accommodations. I engage with 
local debates as villagers grapple between the choices of continuing to grow rice and moving 
away from rice cultivation.  
Chapter 4 studies two Kaamatan rice festival celebrations; one in the urban outskirts of Kota 
Kinabalu, and the second is a village celebration. The Kaamatan rice harvest festival is the most 
important celebration for the Dusun and other Kadazandusun subgroups as it unites them through 
their celebration of the rice harvest. I show how, although Kaamatan is linked to discontinued 
animistic rice harvest celebrations, its recent history is linked to the political mobilisation of the 
Kadazandusun and changes in the state. The performance of identity during Kaamatan also 
represents a means of asserting Kadazandusun presence on the Malaysian landscape. Amidst 
these political considerations, the social consumption of rice and rice wine, and ceremonial rice 
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harvest performance remind the Dusun and other subgroups of their shared ethnic identities and 
values. 
In the conclusion, I outline my research findings and the conclusions I have made about the 
relationship between the Dusun identity and rice cultivation in Kampung Rembituon and the 




Chapter 2 Dusun Rice Cultivation 
‘By planting paddy and preserving the seed, we inherit our semangat moyang 
(ancestral will/ intentions) and pass their semangat (willpower/ intentions) to the 
next generation.’ 
— Inod, 29 May 2019. 
 
Inod, a Rembituon villager in his late fifties, expressed this statement on inheriting rice. 
Although Inod was pleased by his children’s success in securing stable employment in the city, 
he was worried that, with the demise of rice farming in his family, his children and future 
descendants were losing a fundamental connection to their Dusun heritage. For Inod, rice 
consumption and its cultivation were essential elements of Dusun identity. 
Throughout my fieldwork, I repeatedly heard that rice provides semangat, the Malay word for 
‘spirit.’ Depending on context, semangat refers to physical energy, willpower, or even spirits of 
an otherworldly realm. For the Dusun people, rice connected all aspects of semangat. Dusun 
paddy farmers saw rice as a source of physical and spiritual energy. When they were t ired from 
working, rice eased their hunger and provided strength for the next day. When they were 
disheartened, they brought their concerns to the paddy fields. The sight of rice growing in their 
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fields gave them a renewed sense of purpose and energy. Some farmers, like Inod, described their 
families’ rice seeds and paddy fields as ancestral legacies that passed from one generation to the 
next.  
For Dusun households in Kampung Rembituon, a proper meal included a large serving of 
rice. Without rice, villagers grumbled of feeling tak kenyang (not full) and unsatisfied. People 
could not live proper lives without rice. Similarly, people could not live without semangat (the 
will to live). Semangat was the driving force that motivated people to dream, take action, and do 
better. Without semangat, people were merely going through the motions of living; there was no 
difference between man and machine. However, it was only those with healthy bodies and minds 
who were able to fulfil their dreams. To work hard and live a good life, people needed to 
consume rice. 
In this chapter, I discuss the significance of rice and its cultivation to the Dusun people of 
Sabah. In reviewing the scholarship on rice agriculture that has emerged from the Green 
Revolution in Peninsular Malaysia, I foreground the limitations of the Green Revolution 
innovations in relation to the Rembituon experience. Traditional rice farming methods 
demonstrated greater flexibility in their ability to adapt to various physical and economic 
conditions. The Green Revolution’s failure to deliver equally across all communities has 
prompted agricultural researchers to re-examine their assumptions and the value of traditional 
knowledges in creating sustainable management systems that are suited to local environments 
(Altieri 2002, pp. 2–5). I then analyse these findings in relation to my ethnography of rice and 




Rice Agriculture in Peninsular Malaysia 
The development of rice culture through food, myth and various agricultural practices 
indicates the important place occupied by rice in human society. Archaeological findings of rice 
grains and farming implements allow us to trace the existence and evolution of human 
settlements through their diet and agricultural practices (Hsieh et al. 2011; Tang & Xuan 2010, 
pp. 89–99). As humans moved from one place to another, edible seeds and agricultural 
knowledge were brought with them (Crosby 2003; Fuller 2011; Jones et al. 2011). As evidenced 
by S.D. Sharma (2010) and Francesca Bray et al. (2015), histories about rice cultivation are often 
reflections about the various peoples who grow, consume and live with rice.  
Michael Cernea’s research on agriculture argues that ‘culture’ is a key component of 
agriculture as there are ‘diverse patterns and forms of social organisation within which people 
practice agriculture’ (Cernea 2005, p. 75). He suggests that if researchers wish to work 
effectively with farming communities, they have to look beyond economic rationales of 
efficiency and profit, and understand the social motivations and connections that underlie farming 
decisions. Scientific agricultural researchers, for instance, may find it difficult to understand why 
farmers reject certain types of technology or grain varieties that are able to improve yield or 
shorten cultivation times. For anthropologists, Cernea’s essay supports the validity of 
ethnographic approaches and the perspectives gathered from our encounters in the field as it 
provides insights into the gap between policy and practice. Understanding rice agriculture as a 
way of life provides deeper insights about the resilience of rice cultivation and the choices that 
maintain its continuity.  
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For the anthropologist Francesca Bray (1994), wet rice cultivation in East Asia reveals 
patterns of difference between Western and Asian approaches to agriculture. Asian rice and 
Western wheat farming possess different characteristics and requirements, thus creating a range 
of different production methods. This, in turn, leads to different political and social outcomes 
(Bray 1994, p. xiii). Bray observes that Western agriculture is dependent on ‘mechanical’ 
technologies for increasing agricultural production (Bray 1994, p. 114). Under the Western 
model, agricultural production is increased by expanding agricultural land. This is achieved 
through substituting human labour for machinery, reducing the time and energy needed for 
farming. This excess allows farmers to farm larger pieces of land. In contrast, Asian rice farming 
is ‘skill-oriented’ as it focuses on improving productivity by developing highly skilled labour and 
management techniques (Bray 1994, p. 114).  
Although land expansion would increase rice production, I show how this strategy was 
inefficient for wet rice farmers in Kampung Rembituon as more labour was needed for weeding 
and managing the paddy fields. Additionally, wet rice farming in Sabah is mostly performed by 
smallholders with limited financial capital. It is more efficient for rice farmers to intensify land 
productivity by improving their farming and land management skills. I suggest that this 
distinction between commercial mechanised farming and smallholder manual cultivation is useful 
for considering the culturally specific meanings of rice. As I further discuss in this chapter, small 
farming is driven by a different set of considerations compared to large-scale commercial 
ventures. 
Studies on the Green Revolution in Peninsular Malaysia reveal that the introduction of dual 
cropping and agricultural machinery created households that were fully dependent on peasant rice 
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farming for survival (Bray 1994; 2014, p. 20; Wong 1987, p. 22). Wide tracts of agricultural land 
became exclusively devoted to rice, creating a monoculture of rice farming in villages which 
formerly practised mixed agriculture. Before dual-cropping and mechanisation, villagers had 
greater flexibility for employment: they could work as field hands or lease paddy fields for 
farming. They could also look for off-farm employment during the off season. Bray (1994) 
observes that wet rice farming has the unique ability to easily absorb excess human labour and 
create employment; however, ‘mechanical’ technology erases that ability. With machinery, 
landowners have less need for farm hands or tenants to farm their land. It is additionally observed 
that these innovations removed traditional forms of reciprocity and labour exchange. Cash-based 
rents replaced sharecropping systems; and farmers could no longer spare the time to help 
neighbours because of double cropping (Fujimoto 1991; Scott 1985; Wong 1987). For James 
Scott (1985), mechanical efficiencies served to widen class divisions between landlords and 
tenant-farmers. Only a select few with sufficient land and financial resources were able to 
capitalise on the Green Revolution. The order promised by the reorganisation of paddy farming 
and agricultural efficiency was contradicted by an undercurrent of dissatisfaction against the new 
(dis)order.  
The agricultural industry in Malaysia is influenced by government policies which seek to 
serve multiple political agendas. The government’s support of the national rice industry is linked 
to domestic self-sufficiency, poverty eradication, and the support of the bumiputera community. 
Bray (2014) illustrates this by showing how rice farming in Japan and Malaysia is dominated by 
small-scale farmers whose farming activities are subsidised by their governments. These 
governments continue to support and defend their domestic rice industries on grounds of 
domestic self-sufficiency and cultural significance. In reality, the rural farming population is a 
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substantive bloc of political support (Bray 2014, p. 16). Despite these similarities, there is a main 
point of difference between Japanese and Malaysian rice farming. Malaysia’s rice policies are 
strongly influenced by racial and ethnic factors, while Japan’s rice economy is linked to 
nationalism.  
Under the NEP, Malaysian rice policies were adjusted to focus on improving self-sufficiency 
levels and increasing the incomes of Malay rice farmers through rice agriculture. However, Jomo 
(2004) argues that the NEP has done little to improve the economic disparity for rural Malays. 
Although material livelihoods and poverty rates have improved for paddy farmers, this is linked 
to a decrease in the farming population as farmers abandon their smallholdings for other forms of 
employment (Jomo 2004, p. 8). Off-farm employment and rural–urban migration does not lead to 
the demise of smallholdings. As Gillian Hart (1994) observes—and is supported by my 
findings—off-farm employment sustains the continuity of rice agriculture.  
Rice Agriculture in Malaysian Borneo 
The rice policies of Sabah and Sarawak were primarily aimed at ‘settling hill people and 
coastal and riverine people, whose lot can be improved by giving them a secure basis on wet 
padi’ (First Malaysia Plan 1965, p. 101). James Scott observes that permanent settlement and 
agriculture consistently appear on state agendas for the purpose of organizing peoples and 
landscapes into ‘state maps of legibility’ (Scott 1998, p. 3) which ease bureaucratic processes and 
future planning. Itinerant communities and shifting cultivation are disruptive as they interrupt the 
flow of state planning and contradict the state’s ideas of order and productivity. However, Scott 
(1998) cautions that state projects are based on the assumption that human society and geography 
can be controlled and reorganised for state purposes. Planned projects are often based on 
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oversimplifications of perceived problems, resulting in projects that are isolated from the lived 
realities and complexities. This knowledge is crucial for understanding the differences between 
Peninsular and Bornean rice cultivation in Malaysia.  
Although the NEP and its later incarnations were ostensibly targeted at the bumiputera 
community, government policies have consistently prioritised Malay rice production in 
Peninsular Malaysia, neglecting non-Malay indigenous rice farmers (Hill 2013, p. 264). Wet rice 
cultivation was initially seen as a strategy for poverty eradication and reorganising the indigenous 
populations of Malaysian Borneo. Compared to the Peninsular, Malaysian Borneo had a higher 
proportion of hill rice farmers who relied on shifting cultivation. Both wet and hill rice are grown 
by the indigenous groups of Borneo, the latter being more prevalent with interior communities 
such as the Dayak and Kelabit (Helliwell 1991; Janowski & Langub 2011). The government 
discouraged hill rice agriculture, seeing it as less efficient and uneconomical compared to wet 
rice cultivation. In hill rice farming, land is cleared and abandoned every few years to allow the 
soil to recover its fertility; the practice is viewed as damaging to the environment (Hill 2013, pp. 
256–7; Third Malaysia Plan n.d, p. 168). Furthermore, hill rice provides lower rice yields 
compared to wet rice (Third Malaysia Plan n.d, p. 168). This information, coupled with higher 
poverty rates among shifting cultivators compared to wet rice farmers (Third Malaysia Plan n.d, 
p. 168), reinforced the government’s conviction that permanent settlement and wet rice farming 
would provide financial stability.  
Under the early Malaysia Plans, the Malaysian government sought to expand rice production 
in Sabah and Sarawak by providing agricultural subsidies, improving irrigation facilities and 
clearing land for rice cultivation. These efforts are minimal compared to the large-scale projects 
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throughout the late 1960s and 1970s, and the establishment of jelapang padi (rice granary) areas 
from the 1980s onwards. The government encouraged Sabahan and Sarawakian farmers to 
emulate the Peninsular model by planting high-yield grains, double cropping, and using 
machinery. But these efforts were hampered by poor infrastructure: inadequate drainage and 
irrigation, as well as poor road conditions that hinder transportation of rice and machinery 
(Ministry of Agriculture and Food Industry, Sabah n.d., p.4, 7). As a result, rice farming in 
Malaysia continues to be characterised by single cropping, subsistence farming, traditional 
farming methods, and a preference for local heirloom rice (Hill 2013, p. 266, 271). The reasons 
for these preferences are further discussed in the following ethnographic sections.  
In the 1980s, the Malaysian government shifted away from rice cultivation to focus on 
developing commercial agriculture in Sabah by transferring the Federal Land Development 
Agricultural Agency’s (FELDA) model to the state (Sutton 1989). A Malaysian government 
agency, FELDA was then acknowledged by the World Bank as one of the most successful land 
settlement agencies. Their development model first began in Peninsular Malaysia by using 
commercial agriculture as a basis for resettling villagers and reducing rural poverty. Commercial 
agriculture, especially oil palm, promised high financial rewards and significant contributions to 
Malaysia’s domestic output. The introduction of the FELDA model to Sabah effectively 
displaced rice as a state priority. Today, the majority of agricultural land in Sabah is dedicated to 
                                               
9 Where Scott (1985) and Wong’s (1987) studies are located. 
10 Fieldwork location for part of Bray’s (1994) work. 
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oil palm (88.6%); only 2.08% of agricultural land is used for rice cultivation (Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food Industry, Sabah n.d., p. 4).  
This situation has resulted in low rice production levels for Sabah; in 2011, the state’s rice 
self-sufficiency levels dropped to 26% (Department of Agriculture, Peninsular Malaysia 2016, p. 
4; Ministry of Agriculture and Food Industry, Sabah n.d., p. 4). The government has started 
addressing this issue by establishing rice granary areas in Sabah and Sarawak. However, the 
development of the Sabah granary in Kota Belud district (where my fieldwork took place) has 
been questioned due to high costs. Critics have suggested that it is cheaper to continue importing 
rice to the state; however, proponents argued that it is more crucial to build Sabah’s rice self-
sufficiency levels for the long term (Carvalho 2018). It is anticipated that the development of the 
Kota Belud granary will follow the same trajectory as the Peninsular granaries which relies on 
modern agricultural methods to expand rice production. But as I show in the following sections, 
it is unlikely for all rice farming villages in the new granary area to adopt such methods due to 
local conditions. 
Rembituon Rice Cultivation and Trade 
Rina, who I wrote about in Chapter 1, was one of the most productive rice farmers in 
Kampung Rembituon. The majority of Rina’s household income came from supplying rice to 
tamu (market) rice traders at Tamparuli and Donggongon.
11
 She has grown and sold rice to the 
local markets for over 20 years, since her marriage into the village. She also supplied vegetables 
to other traders and her husband was skilled at repairing farming machinery. Rina took the orders 
                                               
11 Tamparuli is an hour’s drive from Kampung Rembituon, mid-route between the village and Kota Kinabalu; while 
Donggongon tamu lies on the outskirts of Kota Kinabalu. 
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while her husband performed the deliveries. When she applied for a car loan in 2018, the bank 
officer was impressed by her weekly sales deposits. Smallholder incomes are rarely consistent. 
Rina recounted, ‘The officer said: Paddy farmers can make money. Of course, I said, you just 
have to work hard.’ 
At the time of fieldwork, Rina had over two acres of paddy land under cultivation. Two 
parcels belonged to her husband’s family and the other was rented from a neighbour. Rembituon 
rice production levels are low as the work is performed almost entirely by hand. However, Rina 
was able to expand her production because of familial support. Her husband, Terry, and brother-
in-law—who lived next door to Rina—helped with clearing and tilling during their spare time 
while her two oldest daughters helped with transplanting and weeding. Rina’s oldest daughter 
was on university study leave after a difficult first year and decided to learn the family trade. The 
second daughter was waiting to enter university. 
Like most smallholders in Sabah, Rina only grew beras kampung,
12
 the local term for 
heirloom rice varieties. Beras kampung is not available for sale in supermarkets but can only be 
purchased from tamu traders, specialty shops, or sourced directly from farmers. Most local 
Sabahans preferred eating heirloom rice as the grain was more fragrant
13




                                               
12 Village/kampung rice. 
13 Malay: wangi. 
14 Normal rice, i.e., commercially produced rice. 
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For those living in Kota Kinabalu and surrounding urban areas, heirloom rice was a luxury 
due to its scarcity and price. Heirloom rice was often sold for twice or thrice the price of 
commercial rice. High-grade specialty varieties, such as red and black Rembituon rice, were 
especially expensive. According to rice traders who I interviewed, inexperienced customers were 
sometimes deterred by the physical appearance of multi-coloured heirloom rice as the black and 
red hues seemed dirty. Additionally, the term ‘kampung’ (village) is sometimes used to denote 
poor quality, further reinforcing negative customer perceptions.  
The Rembituon rice varieties were two specialty heirloom grains grown by the Rembituon 
farmers. Rina claimed that her family discovered the Rembituon varieties in 2003, after some 
unusual grains appeared in their harvest. These black and red grains quickly became popular for 
their yam and pandan-flavour profiles, and fetched a significantly higher price on the market due 
to its scarcity. As demand and prices increased, other Rembituon farmers adopted the grains as 
their signature rice. Although the farmers generally agreed that Rina’s family were influential in 
naming and popularising the grains, some disputed her claims of discovery. Older villagers 
recounted that a similar yam-like rice variety had briefly been cultivated in Rembituon during the 
1990s, before Rina’s marriage. It was likely that the red yam variety may have cross-pollinated 
with her family’s rice crop.  
Rina and the other Rembituon farmers were reluctant to adopt the new rice varieties 
introduced by the government. Developed for high-yield and disease resistance, these varieties 
allowed farmers to intensify output on limited land space. However, farmers complained that 
these varieties were less wangi (fragrant) and the new rice was sterile, forcing farmers to buy new 
seed every season. This was economically unsustainable for smallholders, especially subsistence 
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farmers, as any potential profits were offset by the cost of seed. Farmers and rice traders said 
there was no financial incentive for them to compete with commercial farmers by growing and 
selling the same rice. Why should customers buy rice from smallholders when the same variety 
was available at supermarkets for less?  
According to tamu rice traders, such as Loretta, demand for heirloom rice had increased. 
More and more customers were buying ‘Sabah rice’ for friends and family in Peninsular 
Malaysia. They speculated that this trend was spurred by the popularity of Bario rice from 
Sarawak. Hand-grown by the Kelabit, it was popularised by the Slow Food Movement in 2002 
(Adeyinka-Ojo & Khoo-Lattimore 2013).
15
 This boosted rural tourism and attracted commercial 
agricultural investments to Bario valley, increasing the visibility of the Kelabit and Sarawak rice 
industry. Rina argued that Dusun farmers should follow the Bario example by developing 
heirloom rice as a niche product. The survival of the Sabah rice industry lay in maintaining its 
unique diversity instead of conforming to the Peninsular model of commercial production.  
The continued cultivation of heirloom rice reveals the gap between policy and practice. Such 
problems are caused by poor assumptions: scientific agriculturalists (and policy makers) assume 
that they and the farmers share the same goal of maximising rice yields for sale and consumption 
(Scott 1998, p. 295). However, not all rice is the same. As I have shown, the Rembituon rice 
farmers possessed different standards for assessing rice compared to the Malaysian state. The 
latter valued high-yield rice varieties that promised to expand rice production but were 
unaffordable for Rembituon rice farmers. As small-holders, they were unable to compete with 
                                               
15 Bario rice lost its slow food status after mechanisation was introduced by Ceria, a commercial agriculture 
company, which entered into a joint-venture agreement with the local community (Coates 2015) 
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commercial farmers; neither did they want to. Instead, Rembituon farmers capitalised on their 
knowledge of local consumer preferences for heirloom rice, which commanded higher prices and 
did not require any financial input. This situation enabled the preservation of heirloom seeds 
which were regarded as part of Dusun heritage. 
The Labours of Cultivating Rice  
“Of course, we are called Orang Dusun,” Peter said when I asked for his opinion on Dusun 
identity. “We Sabahans are good at farming. Anything we stick in the ground will grow.” In his 
sixties, Peter was the new ketua kampung (village headman) of Kampung Rembituon, elected a 
few months before my arrival. As a farmer, Peter believed that rice was the essence of Dusun 
identity as communal rice farming kept Dusun communities together. This was particularly 
noticeable in Rembituon, where rice cultivation was dependent on reciprocal labour and 
traditional practices of hand-planting and harvesting. Due to the lack of agricultural machinery, 
the Rembituon rice farmers had to coordinate their planting and harvesting schedules to ensure 
the organisation of reciprocal labour. Additionally, this dependence on each other’s labour 
created a cooperative environment where decision making was made on a communal, rather than 
an individual, basis.  
Rice was not generally regarded as a major source of household income in Rembituon but 
was mainly grown for subsistence. Only surplus harvests were sold. Rembituon villagers were 
proud of it of their “community first” approach as they believed that there was no use in growing 
rice that your family cannot eat. The majority of household incomes came from off-farm 
employment. Nearly every household had a family member engaged in off-farm work outside the 
village. As mentioned above, there were few resident villagers between the ages of 18 and 35 in 
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Rembituon. Most of them left after secondary school for further studies or to seek employment in 
the cities. Rural–urban migration had drastically decreased the amount of available labour in the 
village and was seen as the main obstacle to expanding rice production. Those engaged in off-
farm employment could only perform farm work outside formal working hours or on their days 
off. Others were constrained by household duties, such as cooking, housework, and childcare. 
Households consisting of multiple families were better off as household members could divide 
such duties amongst themselves, giving farmers more time in the fields.  
 
Figure 2: River footbridge connecting homes and paddy fields in Kampung Rembituon (Source: Author 2019) 
Farmers agreed that using agricultural machinery could shorten several weeks’ labour to 
several days. It could also allow villagers to utilise unused paddy land in the village. 
Unfortunately, this was not viable for Rembituon due to the village’s narrow roads and limited 
road access. Only the lower village area was accessible by road. The upper village area could 
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only be accessed via a hanging footbridge; there was a river crossing for cars, but it was badly 
damaged during the 2015 Sabah earthquake. Even if a tractor could be brought across the river, 
such equipment was too large for the narrow footpaths and small paddy fields. 
This issue was further compounded by irregularly sized paddy plots, which were not 
conducive for machinery. A household could own over an acre of paddy land, scattered in 
separate parts of the village. Another could possess a single pocket-sized plot, measuring less 
than an eighth of an acre in size. Additionally, most of the Rembituon paddy fields and irrigation 
canals resembled jigsaw pieces to accommodate the contours of the surrounding hills and 
riverbanks. This landscape would have to be reconstructed to enable machine-based farming. 
Villagers doubted they could recoup the financial costs of reconstructing their fields and 
waterways, and the additional costs of buying and maintaining large equipment. Farming by hand 
required little cost beyond labour input and farmers were able to maximise their personal 
cultivation areas. 
Farmers managed with the shortage of labour in a variety of ways, depending on land and 
household size. Physically demanding tasks like land clearing and tilling were performed by male 
relatives or neighbours. Transplanting seedlings was mostly performed by women over several 
weeks. Some women engaged in traditional reciprocal labour by working in groups, moving from 
one person’s field to the next. Some villagers—usually women with small plots or non-farmers—
asked to be paid in cash. People were usually hired for harvesting and the work needed to be 
performed quickly because mice and birds would otherwise eat the grain. Harvesting was 
formerly performed by the whole village when ‘everyone planted paddy’ and the burden was 
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evenly distributed. Since the decline of rice farming, people prefer to receive financial 
compensation for their labour. 
Not all farmers were able to engage in labour exchange or employ help. Kiob, for instance, 
did not have the time or financial means for either. A farmer in his forties, Kiob was only able 
farm during evenings and weekends when his school-teacher wife was home to care for their 
young children. He reverted to traditional hill rice cultivation methods, planting seed directly into 
the soil without transplanting or tilling. Although the method worked, more seed was required to 
make up for lower yield. However, Kiob seemed satisfied and planned to increase rice production 
by double cropping. 
In the case of Rembituon, the geographic location and conditions prevented the entry and 
usage of mechanical technologies. Communities relying on ‘skill-based’ technologies 
demonstrate greater flexibility as they are not dependent on equipment but on their ability to 
improve their quality of labour (Bray 1994, p. 115). Such landscape adaptations were not 
possible in Rembituon. The narrow valley had limited space for paddy farming and the 
surrounding terrain was too hilly; adapting the landscape could cause landslides and floods, and 
the endeavour was too costly. Thus, farmers were required to adapt by relying traditional 





Figure 3: Footpaths winding through Rembituon paddy fields (Source: Author 2019) 
 
Figure 4: Irregularly shaped paddy plots in Kampung Rembituon (Source: Author 2019) 
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Rural-urban Migration and Rice 
Jim and his wife, Lia, were amongst the few villagers in Rembituon without paddy land. 
When their city-based landlord offered them the lease five years ago, their youngest child had 
just started school, leaving Lia with the time to plant rice during the mornings. The couple were 
in their late forties. They had met while working in Kota Kinabalu and returned to Jim’s home 
village as the city was too expensive for them to raise a family. By then, Jim had acquired the 
skills to work as an electrician and general handyman in the district.  
According to Rembituon custom, landlords are entitled to a third of the rice harvest in weight. 
Jim was surprised when I asked if his landlord had ever pressured them to increase rice 
production. When I told them about the shift from sharecropping to cash-based rent systems in 
Peninsular Malaysia, the couple were scandalised. Rembituon villagers disapproved of cash-
based rents. It would be difficult for some tenants to pay landlords in cash as average village 
incomes were low. Some households involved in micro-credit schemes were struggling to meet 
their weekly payments. Sharecropping was a fairer system that allowed tenants work within their 
own limitations. Although cash payments would be preferable for landlords, this went against 
semangat komuniti (community spirit). ‘No matter how far you are, being part of the village 
means looking after each other,’ Peter, the village headman said. 
Rembiton landlords were not reliant on rice for a living; they already had jobs which paid 
them a regular income. Their main concern was to ensure that their land remained under constant 
cultivation. For many villagers, farming was an assertion of their claim and ownership over land. 
Before leaving Remibituon, villagers planted trees on their portion of the family orchards or 
arranged for relatives or tenants to farm the paddy fields. In land disputes, absentee villagers 
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could refer to the trees and tenants as proof of their continued interest in the land. Landowners 
were also saved the labour and expense of clearing their fields of overgrown bush. Due to the 
shortage of tenants, landlords were keen to maintain good relationships with tenants. Jim’s 
landlord often refused or reduced his portion of the rice harvest when Jim’s rice crop was 
affected by river floods.  
Maintaining these relationships to land and community provided a safety net for migrant 
villagers. Returnees often said, ‘di kampung ada tanah’ (in the village, there’s land) when 
explaining their decision to return. In the village, they were landowners; there was land for 
farming and a home. In the city, they had nothing. Urban living was too expensive for the low 
wage work that they did as migrants. Most of their income was spent on rent and utilities. 
Women were often unable to work after giving birth; childcare was too expensive and they could 
not survive on a single income. Like Jim, some decided to return after acquiring technical skills. 
Although their wages decreased, the cost of living was much lower in Rembituon and there was 
support from family and neighbours for childcare. Rice farming offered security and an 
opportunity to contribute to the household. Kiob said that rice farming allowed him to fulfil his 
familial responsibilities. Although his contribution was minimal compared to his wife’s income, 
he was able to put rice on the table. Likewise, Rina’s daughter said that rice farming allowed her 
to help her parents during her study leave.  
Rice farming was a sign of self-discipline and resilience. As all farming in Rembituon was 
performed by hand, the rice farmers needed to have healthy bodies and the ability to take care of 
themselves. They also had to be stringent about caring for the paddy plants. Rina stated that 
growing paddy was like raising a child. The harvest reflected a farmer’s attitude towards their 
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crop. Yet, not all returnees were willing to pick up the plough. An informant explained that some 
returnees were too embarrassed as they saw it as a sign of failure. Returning to Rembituon 
without secure employment or technical skills meant that the person was unable to adapt to life 
outside the village. Rice farming was only chosen when all other choices were exhausted or as a 
temporary measure.  
Hart’s (1994) work on paddy farmers in Peninsular Malaysia suggests that non-farm activities 
allowed small farm holdings and certain forms of traditional life to persist. Older generations 
remain home to farm for the purpose of maintaining land access and security for their children, 
who have left the village for off-farm employment. However, households with young dependents 
are less able to work outside the village. In Rembituon, the continued practice of rice farming 
was supported by only partly by urban–rural migration. Firstly, those who migrated earned very 
low wages that were insufficient to remit to the village. Secondly, these urban migrants had no 
recourse to childcare. They were forced to return to the village where communal support and the 
paddy fields provided support and long-term security and the promise of a particular familial 
lifestyle. Meanwhile, those who stayed outside the village were expected to comply with village 
customs regarding land ownership and rental systems. Their compliance indicated their 
willingness to accept the arrangements around rice cultivation as well as their sense of belonging 
as Dusun in Rembituon.  
The Persistence of Rice Cultivation  
I opened this chapter with Inod’s words; a farmer who felt that rice and the paddy fields were 
ancestral legacies. These include the farming methods that have been passed down through 
generations and allowed the Dusun community to cultivate rice for survival. Those planning to 
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leave the village were required to prepare themselves by securing their ancestral rights to land 
and seed. Their departure and possible return were supported by such preparations and traditions, 
which reinforced their sense of belonging to the community.  
I have shown how the persistence of traditional rice cultivation and preservation of heirloom 
rice exists outside of the Malaysian state’s plans for domestic food sufficiency and agricultural 
production. According to the national vision, small rice holdings would be combined and 
streamlined, allowing farmers to reap the benefits of mechanical efficiency and reduced financial 
cost. Rice production would be further improved by adopting high-yield varieties, which increase 
financial profit for the landowners. However, the Rembituon experience conveys a different 
story. The village’s geographical location has restricted the usage of machinery. This means that 
farmers continue growing paddy through their manual labour. Their inability to compete with 
commercial rice producers has led the Rembituon farmers to continue growing heirloom rice. 
These circumstances have allowed traditional rice cultivation to exist and as I propose to show in 
the chapters that follow, their unique geographic location and their social circumstances have 
made manual work essential to their economic activities and their identities. Although the 
reliance on manual labour may seem backward, I have shown how villagers have made manual 
cultivation an efficient form of rice farming for the Rembituon villagers.  
The persistence of traditional Dusun rice farming may be seen as an act of resistance against 
the government’s agricultural plans, especially with the development of the Kota Belud granary. 
Rembituon’s rejection of the state’s plans is likely to continue due financial and geographical 
constraints. However, as I have argued in this chapter by closely following the lives and activities 
of the rice farmers in this village; their decision, motivations and struggles in growing heirloom 
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rice and organising their labour are not limited to narrow politically motivated goals. In fact, as 
this chapter has shown, by departing from dominant understandings on commercial rice 
cultivation, Dusun farmers’ decisions demonstrate their knowledge about managing their 
resources of land and labour, and ability to capitalise on consumer preferences for heirloom rice 
in the commercial market. As I discuss in the following chapter, the Rembituon farmers have 




Chapter 3  Organic Rice Farming and Ecotourism 
‘Kerajaan baru, semangat baru’ (New government, new spirit/ willpower) 
— Mie, 28 April 2019 
 
During an inter-district darts tournament at the Kampung Rembituon village hall, Mie, the 
new chairperson of Rembituon’s Majlis Pengurusan Komuniti Kampung (MPKK; Village 
Community Management Council), introduced me to Kyle. Kyle was a political aide to the local 
state assembly representative. The representative was unable to officiate the event and had sent 
Kyle, a Dusun man in his late thirties, as his replacement. Mie was a few years younger than 
Kyle, a surprisingly youthful choice for MPKK chairperson. But he had extensive experience. 
Mie had previously been the youth representative on the Rembituon village committee. Kyle’s 
boss encouraged Mie to accept the chairperson position as part of the state government’s plans to 
support young talent in leadership roles. My conversations with Kyle, Mie, and others 
participating in the tournament moved back and forth between people’s hopes and the new 
government’s plans. They were interested in setting good examples of community-led initiatives. 
This included Rembituon’s organic rice farming project and village ecotourism activities.  
In May 2018, the ruling coalition of Barisan National (BN; the National Front) lost the 
general elections for the first time in Malaysian history. They were replaced with the Pakatan 
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Harapan (PH; Alliance of Hope) alliance, whose bid for national government was supported by 
Parti Warisan Sabah (Warisan; Sabah Heritage Party). Warisan had won the 2018 Sabah state 
elections, ending 24 years of BN rule in the state. Other state legislatures also fell from BN 
control.
16
 These changes swept through the country, creating ripples of celebration and dismay. 
The change of government marked the breaking of old ways. Sabahans disapproved of the 
previous state government’s top–down approach to development, which seemed heavy-handed 
and ignorant of people’s needs. Instead, the Warisan government was taking a people-first 
approach by promoting community-led development. They wanted to encourage active 
innovation and allow village communities to determine their own needs and strategies. People 
could no longer be passive citizens, waiting for peruntukan (government allocations) to fund 
village projects. People needed to be bersemangat (proactive) in taking the initiative to 
membangun (develop) themselves and their communities. In April 2019, the state Ministry of 
Rural Development revealed their plans to introduce organic rice farming based on the system of 
rice intensification (SRI) to the Kadamaian region of Kota Belud. Kampung Rembituon was a 
key player in these plans to develop sustainable agriculture and rural tourism as they had 
demonstrated success in organic rice farming. This recognition was a significant achievement for 
the Rembituon villagers and represented the types of initiatives that the new government was 
keen to support. ‘Kerajaan baru, semangat baru,’ Mie commented, reciting the new national 
catchphrase. 
                                               
16 Except for Sarawak, the Malaysian parliamentary and state assembly elections are held simultaneously. 
48 
 
According to Mie, community-led projects needed to be strategic. They should not only 
improve village livelihoods but angkat nama (create prestige) for the village. The Rembituon 
organic rice project was partially developed in response to the proposed Rembituon dam project 
of 2009.
17
 Despite being a well-established village with roads and electricity, the proposed dam 
proved that government projects could override long-established claims to ancestral land. 
Rembitoun’s survival relied on their ability to demonstrate their value as an irreplaceable asset to 
the state. A decade later, the Rembituon organic rice project managed to create a distinct identity 
for the village as the centre for community-led organic farming in Sabah.   
This chapter explores the community-led initiatives in Kampung Rembituon centred on 
organic rice farming and ecotourism. I begin by discussing the scholarship surrounding 
sustainable development. This is then followed by ethnographic accounts of organic rice farming 
and rural tourism in Kampung Rembituon. I argue that these initiatives emerged from the 
contradictions between government-led planning and grassroots interpretations of rural 
development. By drawing on their knowledge of Dusun rice farming and notions of Dusun 
village life, the Rembituon farmers have managed to construct an alternative form of 
development. However, community-led development also has its drawbacks, which I discuss in 
this chapter in relation to ecotourism.  
Development and Participation 
In Southeast Asia, the concept of development is regarded as closely related to the idea of 
improvement. Tania Li (2007) observes that development projects can only exist when objects 
                                               
17 Mentioned in the introductory chapter. 
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and areas are identified as underdeveloped. These objects are incomplete and wanting; they can 
be made better and are in need of further improvement. Li (2007) describes this practice as 
‘problematisation’; people can only improve upon what is defined as deficient. To resolve a 
problem, states and development agencies engage in ‘rendering technical’; that is, a set of 
practices that serves to define a particular project and its proposed measures. However, such 
simplifications often exclude local political and economic structures from the project analysis, 
creating an inaccurate picture of the situation (Li 2007, p. 7). These inaccuracies often lead to 
unexpected results due to gaps between the planned and actual outcomes (Li 2007, p. 1). For 
scholars like Li (2007) and James Ferguson (1994), this discrepancy highlights the erasure of 
politics from policy (Ferguson 1994, p. 66) and problems of ‘rendering technical’ (Li 2007, p. 7). 
As a result, ‘trustees’ (Li 2007, p. 5) are increasingly cautious of imposing development on 
intended recipients, and are turning to participatory forms of development as alternatives to prior 
top–down approaches.  
People and states pursue development, driven by its promised outcomes. Development carries 
important political and economic implications for all involved parties; implications that include 
straightforward improvements of income and access to resources, or intangible goods such as 
improved moral reputation (Ferguson 1996). Implicit in the development discourse is that 
development is a process of intervention, where trustees—agencies and government 
representatives entrusted with the people’s wellbeing—are responsible for ‘educating desires and 
configuring habits, aspirations and beliefs’ (Li 2007, p. 5) of the public, particularly intended 
targets for improvement. Development is presented as a desirable state of being. Projects may be 
welcomed by recipients, reflecting a desire for improvement and the opportunity to be included 
as part of the state (Li 2014). Simultaneously, recipients may resist and object to projects that 
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carry threats of dispossession and displacement for the greater good, as was the case with the 
proposed Rembituon dam. The challenge lies in managing the balance between state and 
recipients’ understandings of development strategies and its outcomes. 
In the pages that follow, I contribute to these dominant discourses of development. I suggest 
that the preservation of Dusun rice cultivation through organic rice farming is an illustration of 
the Rembituon farmers’ active involvement and participation in community-led farming projects. 
They were not passive recipients of state-led development initiatives. Rather, their actions were 
indicative of their assertions of Dusun identity in relationship to rice farming, which I have 
elaborated upon in the previous chapter. In this chapter, I show how rice farmers proactively 
collaborated with the state and other influential agents such as non-government organisations 
(NGOs) and Christian religious authorities in managing and garnering support for local projects. I 
then show how such neat collaborations founded on Dusun ideals of communal development and 
cooperation abruptly transform as the interactions between rice cultivation and village ecotourism 
reveal different objectives centred on economic profit. Closely related to sustainable 
development, ecotourism is commonly understood as a form of ‘ethical’ travel. Ecotourism’s 
appeal lies in the promise of ‘authenticity,’ where travellers are invited to step off the beaten 
track, get to know the locals, and experience cultures wholly different from their own. Host 
countries actively encourage such forms of tourism as it encourages travel to rural areas, is 
perceived to increase local income, and spurs rural development (West & Carrier 2004, p. 484). 
As I show in this chapter, ecotourism was encouraged in Sabah as a community-led initiative; 
however, its practice was potentially problematic for Dusun rice cultivation in unintended ways.  
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Organic Rice Farming and the SRI Method in Rembituon 
There were three systems for rice cultivation in Kampung Rembituon at the time of my 
fieldwork: the first was fully dependent on agricultural chemicals, the second was dependent on 
organic farming methods, and the third was a hybrid of these two methods. Over the past few 
years, a minority of Rembituon farmers have ventured into organic rice farming. Several other 
farmers were using and making their own organic fertiliser but continued using herbicides to 
control weed growth. Organic rice farming in Rembituon was first attempted in 2010. According 
to Jonah, who led the Rembituon action committee against the 2009 proposed dam, an NGO 
recommended adopting the System of Rice Intensification (SRI) as part of their resistance 
strategy. SRI is a system of agroecology which has gained traction for improving wet rice 
production; it is easily adapted to local practices and requires minimal resources (Uphoff 2015, 
pp. 22, 25, 37), making it suitable for small-scale farmers. It requires less water and farmers are 
not required to invest in machinery, new grains, or chemical aids, although these can be 
employed if needed. Although SRI is effective at increasing rice yields for less productive farms, 
researchers have observed that it is not necessarily better than other rice management techniques 
(Latif et. al. 2009; Noltze, Schwarze & Qaim 2013; Tumusiime 2017). One of the reasons given 
for the proposed Rembituon dam was to secure a water supply for double cropping in Kota 
Belud. However, SRI farming had low water requirements and was reputedly able to double rice 
production. If the Rembituon farmers could double their rice production through organic rice 




Jonah conducted a trial of SRI farming in 2010 to evaluate its efficiency. However, only 
Jonah’s family members were involved in the attempt; he was reluctant to recruit other villagers 
to the project as he was unsure about the results. Although the state government had agreed not to 
proceed with the dam without village approval, the project was not officially cancelled. 
Community tensions were high as government representatives continued to negotiate with village 
leaders for access to survey village lands. Jonah worried about potential backlash if organic rice 
farming proved unproductive. He believed that he made the right decision; in 2012, Jonah’s 
family decided that the SRI method was ineffective. There were no significant improvements to 
their rice production and SRI farming was too laborious.  
Two years later in 2014, Nora and several Rembituon farmers attended a workshop on 
organic rice farming. This time, the methods and the training provided were more detailed. 
Therefore, their first trial run met with success. Workshop facilitators had informed them that the 
SRI method could potentially double or triple their yield. Nora’s harvest increased from 15 
karung (sacks) of paddy to 40 karung. Participants were convinced. 
Nora and her husband, Xavier, were in their forties. A Rembituon native, Nora had planted 
rice since childhood. Her husband commuted between Rembituon and Kota Kinabalu for work, 
and helped Nora on his days off. They became interested in organic farming due to concerns 
regarding the overuse of agricultural chemicals. Her worries were further compounded by news 
articles reporting links between cancer and other ailments to chemical aids. She and Xavier were 
cautious and followed safety precautions, but some farmers were careless with their usage, either 
using too much or too frequently. Rembituon villagers often complained of strange smelling 
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vegetables caused by over fertilisation or too much pesticide. The food was assumed harmful as 
‘even dogs refuse to eat them’.  
As discussed in Chapter 2, Rembituon rice farming was characterised by manual labour, 
single cropping and small parcels of land. SRI farming allowed Rembituon farmers to take 
advantage of their limited land and labour resources. Although SRI methods required more 
labour due to the extra steps of plant spacing, preparing organic fertiliser, and soil aeration, Nora 
believed that the labour cost was negligent compared to the increased yield and the quality of the 
grain. Organically grown rice grains were bigger in size and heavier in weight, making them less 
likely to break apart during the polishing process. Farmers additionally claimed that organic rice 
retained its fragrance after long storage. It also fetched a higher price on the market. Organically 
grown Rembituon rice was sold for RM22 per kg, almost thrice the price of conventionally 
grown Rembituon grain.  
The differences in Nora and Jonah’s experiences highlight several considerations for 
community-led SRI projects. The first is that adopting new ideas and farming methods takes 
time. This has been observed in other SRI studies where yields are initially low as households are 
still learning and adapting SRI methods to their local needs (Tumusiime 2017). It is also observed 
that SRI methods may not lead to significant increases when rice is already being grown and 
managed in optimum conditions (Latif et. al. 2009; Tumusiime 2017). These explain why Jonah’s 
initial efforts failed. The second consideration is that community support is essential to project 
sustainability. Unlike Jonah, Nora saw SRI farming as a communal project that could possibly 
improve household livelihoods and their quality of life. Part of SRI’s appeal is the possibility of 
improved incomes. Although Jonah had initially trialled SRI farming for the purpose of helping 
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the community, his caution and involvement of only his family members caused them to easily 
give up the attempt.  
Organic Rice Farming Workshop and Training 
In May 2019, I travelled with Nora and four Rembituon farmers to Kampung Liang, which 
was 30 minutes from Rembituon. By now, Nora was a trainer. She and her friends were 
facilitating their first organic farming workshop for the Kampung Liang villagers as part of the 
state government’s plans to introduce organic farming to Sabah. The project was supported by 
agencies such as the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the federal agricultural 
agency IADA-Kota Belud, and other community development NGOs. The NGOs had provided 
training to Nora and four other Rembituon farmers to become SRI trainer-practitioners. 
 
Figure 5: Organic rice farming training in Kampung Liang (Source: Author 2019). 
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The Kampung Liang workshop ran for a single planting season. The 12 participants were 
required to attend a two-day intensive workshop about field preparation, transplanting methods 
and making organic fertiliser. After which, they would apply the methods to a test plot of paddy 
land. During this period, the Rembituon farmers would supervise their work and provide advice. 
Most of the participants were of Dusun descent or married to Dusun villagers from Kampung 
Liang. They ranged from fresh high school graduates to older retired villagers. Their motivations 
for joining the workshop ranged from curiosity to expressed interest in sustainable agriculture. 
Like Nora, they worried about the use of chemicals in agriculture. The high school graduates said 
that they were exploring different possibilities while deciding between staying in the village or 
leaving for the city.  
Borneo Evangelical Church (SIB) pastors from Kampung Liang and neighbouring villages 
were integral to the workshop. The SIB church was one of the main Christian denominations in 
Kota Belud district; all of the workshop trainers and participants were SIB members. In fact, the 
pastors ended the first day of the training programme with a prayer service for the project’s 
success and the renewal of semangat komuniti through communal paddy farming. They 
concluded with the expressed hope that the resulting rice harvest would provide semangat 
(strength) to those who consumed it, enabling them to carry on the semangat (intentions) of the 
farmers. As mentioned in Chapter 1, Christian churches and organisations in Sabah have played 
significant roles in providing education and healthcare assistance to Kadazandusun communities. 
The pastors’ interests in organic farming were extensions of the Christian ethos of community 
development from colonial days. They were interested in developing organic farming initiatives 
for their laity. As community leaders, they felt responsible to improve their community’s 
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livelihoods. They also heard that organic rice farming would help to rebuild community spirit 
(semangat komuniti) through communal labour (gotong-royong).  
Throughout the workshop, Nora and her friends described organic farming as an extension of 
Dusun ancestral practices that relied on reciprocal labour and green matter. Participants were 
reminded that ‘our ancestors didn’t use [chemical] fertilisers. They didn’t use poison.’
18
 Also, 
‘our ancestors didn’t have machines. They planted together.’
19
 This extension of Dusun identity 
to organic rice farming was also a means to mobilise communal labour and support needed for 
cultivation and harvesting. Participants were encouraged to set up roster systems and to stay in 
touch via WhatsApp chat groups. Trainers joked that planting rice improved physical strength, 
thus creating a healthy community. As weeks passed, the nature of these workshops ensured that 
relationships between older and younger participants improved.  
Trainers and participants expressed opinions linked to common ideas upheld by the Dusun 
community. They hoped that organic farming would improve Dusun livelihoods not only in terms 
of subsistence and financial income, but as a ways and means of living a good life. The 
participants’ concerns about health and physical wellbeing extended beyond their worries about 
the quality of rice or the environmental impact of conventional agriculture. Older participants 
were vehemently opposed to the presence of pesticides and herbicides due several incidences of 
suicide and self-harm in villages. They argued community projects like organic farming could 
possibly improve relationships and help them support individuals experiencing hardship. These 
                                               
18 Malay: Moyang mana ada pakai baja. Mana ada pakai racun. 
19 Malay: Moyang mana ada mesin. Mereka tanam sama-sama. 
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expressions were accompanied by a sense of nostalgia for the past, when Dusun communities 
were believed to have better communal relationships and support. 
Problems with Organic Farming 
Despite the popularity of organic rice, many farmers in Rembituon were reluctant to adopt 
SRI farming due to its high labour requirements. The paddy fields had to be cleared of stones and 
the soil levelled to facilitate the even distribution of water. Weeds needed to be mowed a few 
weeks before planting, left to wilt, then tilled into the soil as compost. Organic fertiliser had to be 
prepared several months in advance. The fields needed constant irrigation and draining. Hand-
weeding and aerating the soil was regarded as unnecessary, being laborious and time consuming. 
Farmers with riverside fields were especially reluctant; their fields were full of river stones that 
needed to be removed.  
Farmers were additionally sceptical about the efficiency of SRI farming. Initial yields were 
typically low as it took time for the soil to readjust and recover after years of chemical usage, and 
for farmers to adjust to SRI methods. According to Nora, converting to organic farming and SRI 
practice was only difficult during the first year.  The work was easier in following seasons, once 
farmers became more familiar with the process and were better prepared. 
My host father, Simon, expressed similar doubts about organic farming. He had attended 
agricultural college in the 1960s and formerly worked for the state agricultural department. In his 
70s, Simon was retired. He used his time to plant rice with his wife. Given his formal training 
and former employment with the state, he regarded organic farming as similar to the traditional 
fertilisation practices he had observed in his youth. He asserted that these efforts were 
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unnecessary and redundant due to the convenience of modern agriculture. Echoing previous 
views from the Green Revolution state policies, Simon argued that chemical aids were vigorously 
researched and tested prior to release for commercial use. The problem lay with irresponsible 
farmers who refused to obey usage instructions or familiarise themselves with the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Agro-based Industry’s guidelines on proper agricultural practices.
20
 
The organic rice farmers in Kampung Rembituon faced additional problems in obtaining 
formal government certification as organic farmers. Only farmers with existing land titles were 
able to apply for certification. Some of the organic rice farmers, including Nora, were unable to 
do so as they were still waiting for the Land Department to issue their native land titles. Other 
farmers were sharing titled land with relatives who were planting rice using conventional 
methods. Rina (from Chapter 2) was one of the few exceptions, as her husband possessed the title 
for their paddy fields; however, she was unable to obtain organic certification. Soil tests by the 
Department of Agriculture showed that her paddy fields met organic farming standards. But 
Rina’s application was rejected due to the lack of a buffer zone between her fields and her 
neighbours’, who were planting non-organic rice.  
These issues are not new to SRI farming. Studies in Bangladesh and African countries reveal 
that farmers are constrained by other demands on their labour, which limits the amount of time 
they can spend on SRI farming. This is observed to be a more prevalent issue in poorer 
households. Those who adopted SRI farming and continued the practice are more likely to be 
from households who were better off—members had more time and economic resources to 
                                               
20 The Malaysian Good Agricultural Practices (MyGAP) is a government certification scheme for farms with good 
agricultural practices, i.e., minimal environmental impact, proper usage of pesticides, and good working conditions. 
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support them through the SRI learning period (Latif et al. 2009; Noltze et al. 2013; Tumusiime 
2017). My observations at Rembituon show how those who adopted SRI methods were usually 
not fully reliant on rice farming for income. Retirees grew organic rice for their families’ 
personal consumption; they were worried about their children and grandchildren’s health. Nora 
had several pieces of paddy land and was able to grow both organic and non-organic rice 
simultaneously during her adjustment period, providing a buffer against reduced yield.  
Rice and Rural Tourism 
In Chapter 1, I described how paddy fields are prominently featured on Sabah tourism 
billboards and pamphlets. The paddy fields are a symbol of the rural Dusun kampung and 
promoted a particular ideal of rural tourism to travellers. Paige West (2016) shows how 
ecotourism in general has always relied on particular imaginings of place, people and culture. 
These ‘fantasies’ influence local productions of place, which in turn influences visitor 
experiences (West 2016, p. 39). ‘Tourism’s claims of authenticity’ are based on an idealised 
image and to be successful, communities have to adopt a particular image/identity that appeals to 
tourist sensibilities. In this section, I show how this imagination and use of the paddy fields 
provided the context for rural tourism in Rembituon. Through tourism, the Rembituon residents 
attempted to mobilise and express their Dusun identity; however, as I show, ecotourism was 
ridden with tensions that marked the difference between the Dusun and non-Dusun outsiders. 
The Rembituon Resthouse was the oldest and largest tourist accommodation in the village. It 
was located on the fringes of the village, facing the river and the paddy fields on the opposite 
bank of the river. Because of its size and location, it was popular site for large tourist groups. The 
owners, who lived in Kota Kinabalu city, 70 km from the village, inherited the land from their 
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father and decided to build a rest house instead of leasing the land for paddy farming. They had 
an agreement with an international tour agency based in Thailand that sent twice-weekly tour 
groups to Rembituon. The village was part of the agency’s tour of Sabah and offered travellers 
the chance to explore a Dusun farming village for a day. Activities included river tubing, jungle 
trekking and Nana’s cooking class. 
Nana, a homemaker in her mid-thirties, was the cooking instructor for the Resthouse tour 
group. Visitors were taught how to prepare rice-based meals using local ingredients from the 
village surroundings. Her father, Pang, managed Rembituon Resthouse for the owners. This was 
a family affair; Pang’s sons acted as river-tubing and hiking guides, while his daughters and other 
female relatives prepared food. Because Rembituon Resthouse lacked the facilities for Nana’s 
cooking demonstrations, the classes were conducted in Pang’s homestay, Walai.  
Newly opened, the Walai was built on a former paddy field next to Pang’s home. Walai was 
an effort to materialise traditional Dusun ways of life. Unlike other village houses that were built 
from brick and wood, Walai was made entirely of wood. It was especially constructed to mimic a 
‘proper’ Dusun house, similar to the traditional house replicas displayed at the Sabah Museum, 
and Kadazandusun Cultural Association (KDCA) headquarters. This appearance was only 
external. Inside, the house resembled a dormitory: rooms with bunk beds and multiple bathroom 
stalls. There was no kitchen heath but a modern gas stove. 
Pang built Walai to accommodate the overflow of visitors from the Rembituon Resthouse, 
which often overbooked during peak seasons or marathon events like the annual Kadamaian 
Adventure Run. It was also more convenient to take care of smaller groups at Walai instead of 
traveling between the Resthouse and home. They added that single travellers were sometimes 
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nervous about staying in Rembituon Resthouse on their own and staying in a family compound 
would be reassuring.  
As part of the cooking class, Pang brought tour groups to his family’s vegetable garden—a 
15-minute walk from his home—to collect vegetables such as tapioca leaves, papaya flowers, 
chillies and unripe mangoes. He forgot to collect chillies one evening and Nana decided to ask 
tourists to pluck chillies from her parents’ kitchen garden next door. She gave me strict 
instructions to keep visitors from wandering too far into the property. Unlike the tidy tourist 
vegetable garden, Pang’s personal garden was messy with leftover building materials. Nana 
worried that this would spoil tourists’ perceptions of the village and embarrass her family. 
Despite Pang and Nana’s efforts to promote Walai to the tour agency affiliated with 
Rembituon Resthouse, their representatives refused to engage with them. They viewed the family 
as rural villagers who knew very little. One evening, I arrived to an unusually tense atmosphere: 
exhausted guests, a ruffled Nana, and an angry tour guide. Nana whispered an account: The 
previous tour group had checked out late, delaying the current group’s check-in. Pang had offered 
Walai as temporary quarters for guests to and start on their outdoor activities. This would allow 
Pang and his daughters’ ample time to change the bedsheets and clean the rooms. However, 
Adam, the tour guide, refused and berated them for inefficiency.  
Nana was upset. It was difficult to get help at late notice. It was rice planting season and 
everyone was working in the fields. Although, they had tried to work quickly, they only managed 
to finish by late afternoon. As a result, the group had a late start to their activities and had to rush 
through the experience. ‘Everything was late, everyone is tired, no one is happy,’ Nana said. ‘The 
guide needs to understand. This is a kampung, not a hotel in the city. We try our best, but we 
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aren’t hotel staff.’ This assertion effectively reaffirmed Nana’s identity as a Dusun villager, rather 
than an employee in a commercial enterprise.  
‘Unprofessional,’ Adam said. ‘These kampung people. What do they know? They need to 
understand that this is a service.’ According to protocol, tour guides were not allowed to make 
decisions like rehousing the tour group at Walai. He would be held responsible if something 
happened there.  
This was not the first altercation between Adam and Pang’s family. A few weeks prior, 
Pang’s son had advised against jungle trekking. The trails were dangerously muddy and slippery 
from the previous night’s rain. Adam insisted, as it was part of the visitor experience to showcase 
the village’s proximity to nature. An accident occurred and a tourist had to be brought to hospital.  
Like the other tour guides I met during field work, Adam was non-Dusun and an orang 
bandar (townsperson). He had no interest in the village. Other guides shared Adam’s disinterest; 
because the tour agency did not provide any background information on Rembituon, they felt no 
need to know it. They believed that it was sufficient for them to describe Rembituon as a typical 
Dusun rice-farming village. None of them had any knowledge about Dusun rice-farming, 
Rembituon’s organic rice farming project, or Rembituon heirloom rice. However, the tourists 
were keenly interested, and Nana often struggled to answer their questions due to her limited 
English. Although the guides were usually amicable to Pang and Nana, altercations like these 
demonstrated how non-Dusun and urban dwellers continued to regard the rural Dusun as useless 
and ignorant about professional standards. Pang’s family were disturbed by these experiences but 
unsure about what to do. Except for the tour guides, they rarely saw anyone from the agency. 
63 
 
International tour agencies marketed ecotourism by utilising images and descriptions of rice 
farming villages that promised authenticity and opportunities to support local communities. Yet, 
external tour operators constantly belittled villagers. Except for Nana and Pang, foreign tourists 
had few interactions with other Rembituon residents. Tour guides claimed that they were 
reluctant to interrupt people’s daily activities. Furthermore, the tour contract was between the 
agency and owners of Rembituon Resthouse. But this reluctance failed to explain the agency’s 
ignorance about the village’s history and background, or the lack of support when issues arose 
between tour guides and the villagers.  
Confidence or Misplaced Optimism? 
For Kampung Rembituon, rice and the paddy fields were essential components of its Dusun 
identity and attraction as a tourist destination. The rice farmers were pleased by the tourists’ 
attention to the fields and their work. They were unbothered by tourists walking through the 
fields or of being photographed while working. They preferred having tourists exploring the 
paddy fields instead of wandering through residential areas and peering into people’s homes. 
Instead of holding cultural activities like basket weaving or dance performances to demonstrate 
their Dusun identity to tourists, the Rembituon rice farmers and residents felt that the paddy fields 
best expressed their identity as Orang Dusun (agriculturalists). Their authenticity as a Dusun 
village and Dusun community lay in the Rembituon paddy fields and the rice they grew. 
However, individuals like Pang believed they should cater to visitor expectations by constructing 
‘authentic’ Dusun houses, which only exist in museums.  
Tourists engaging in ecotourism were keenly invested in experiencing a Dusun village and 
seeing the paddy fields. Travelers staying at Rembituon Resthouse often crossed the hanging 
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bridge above the river to explore the paddy fields on the other side and to take pictures of the 
mountains rising above the fields. European tourists were fascinated by the ‘organic’ nature of 
the Rembituon paddy fields as the meandering footpaths and irregular paddy plots were at odds 
with their orderly grain fields. Several were reminded of Bali, Indonesia, where picturesque 
tourist chalets were surrounded by paddy fields.  
 
Figure 6: View of Rembituon paddy fields with mountains in background; Mount Kinabalu sits hidden behind clouds 
(Source: Author 2019) 
Local tourists based in Kota Kinabalu city and its urban surroundings responded differently to 
the Rembituon paddy fields. The green fields reminded urban visitors of their ancestral villages, 
which have been replaced by urban property developments.  Urban development has expanded 
outwards from the city, swallowing villages and paddy fields alike. For those who belonged to 
the broader Kadazandusun ethnicity, the loss of their ancestral paddy fields was especially acute 
65 
 
as it represented a loss of ethnic identity and belonging. Lisa, a Kadazan tourist in her twenties, 
expressed such feelings of loss and nostalgia upon seeing the Rembituon fields. She was 
reminded of her childhood in a Kadazan village, and the sense of community which vanished 
with urbanisation. ‘A proper kampung must have paddy,’ she commented as we walked through 
Rembituon. Lisa was initially supportive of ecotourism as she believed it would improve village 
incomes and allow them to capitalise on their natural surroundings. Now, she was less sure. As a 
regular visitor to Rembituon, she was troubled by the number of homestays built since her first 
visit in 2017. As of 2019, there were six homestays in Kampung Rembituon; all were built on 
former paddy land. The loss of the paddy fields made her question the true costs and benefits of 
ecotourism. 
 
Figure 7: A Rembituon farmer fertilising her paddy field with organic fertiliser. In the background, a newly filled 
paddy land sits ready for the construction of a new homestay (Source: Author 2019) 
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My time spent with Nana and Pang raised questions about the future of rural tourism and its 
impact on rice farming in Rembituon. Studies have revealed that tourism can worsen inequalit ies 
within and between communities (West & Carrier 2004, p. 484). Those who benefit from 
ecotourism in the Kelabit and Karayan highlands of Borneo are individuals directly involved in 
the tourist trade: transport and accommodation providers, guides and handicraft sellers (Hitchner 
et al. 2009). Tourists were charged a ‘tourist fee’ of RM 2, which went into a special fund for 
maintaining tourist facilities in Rembituon. This included hiring villagers for maintenance work 
and buying materials, reducing the financial burden for community maintenance.  
Despite the MPKK’s assurances that tourism was good for the village, it was not entirely so. 
Except for the Resthouse groups, there were few tourists to Rembituon. Local tourists preferred 
holidaying at neighbouring villages with large recreational areas for camping and ample parking. 
Rembituon lacked the road space and capacity for large tourist groups due to the hilly terrain. 
However, the MPKK were not hoping for large crowds. They were simply hoping to net the 
leftovers from the holiday crowds: visitors who were unable to make last minute reservations at 
popular destinations, or those who wanted to get away from the holiday throng.  
 Ecotourism created new jobs—offering direct off-farm employment to individuals like Nana 
and Pang, and to those working as tubing and hiking guides. However, the work was intermittent, 
and its benefits were not evenly distributed across the community. Older villagers, unhappy with 
skimpily-clad tourists, were asked to tolerate visitor behaviour as outsiders had ‘their own 
culture.’ Such accommodations were necessary for village development. 
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Ecotourism was viewed as a welcome alternative to rice cultivation. The majority of 
homestay owners lived in the city or had retired from rice farming. They were financially stable 
and not reliant on rice farming. As discussed in Chapter 2, it was difficult for absentee 
landowners to find tenants to maintain their paddy land and ownership rights. Homestay 
accommodations were a preferable alternative to tenant farming. It was easier to employ villagers 
like Pang to manage the property, and homestay gave better financial returns than crop-based 
rents. Furthermore, rice farming was less profitable; paddy plots were diminishing in size as the 
land was divided amongst each succeeding generation. Villagers increasingly aspired to convert 
their land from the labour of rice farming to homestay use. They felt that engaging in ecotourism 
was easier than attempting to improve incomes through organic rice farming and heirloom rice 
cultivation. They argued that paddy land conversion was inevitable; eventually the land would be 
used for housing or tourism as the population expanded. Rice farming would likely continue on 
the fringes of the village, where there was ample land for agriculture. 
Connections and Disconnections 
The discourse surrounding organic rice farming and ecotourism in Rembituon were about 
connections and disconnections. Nora and the organic rice farmers were conscious that their 
decision to engage in organic rice farming had important implications for their identities as 
Dusun agriculturalists, as well as questions of livelihoods and their village’s survival. They 
managed to transform Dusun rice farming into a practice that linked Dusun values to modern 
concerns about sustainable agriculture, thus obtaining government support and recognition for 
their efforts. By doing so, the organic farming community managed to secure the conditions that 
would allow Rembituon rice farming to flourish and contribute to the state’s vision of rural 
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development. This continuity further benefited Rembituon ecotourism, which was reliant on its 
image as a traditional Dusun village to attract tourists. Instead of cultural performances, the 
village relied on rice farming and the paddy fields to express their Dusun identity and usual way 
of life.  
Rembituon’s organic farming experience provides weight to the belief that community-led 
development is achievable. Communities are capable of leading themselves and in creating 
strategies that cater to their personal situations and capabilities, requiring minimal involvement 
from the state and other authorities. However, as I have illustrated in my account of Rembituon 
ecotourism, community-led development suffers from the same issues of simplification that Li 
(2007) observes in state-led projects. Developing Rembituon for ecotourism could potentially 
displace rice farming from the centre of the village, both literally and figuratively. The majority 
of the scenic Rembituon paddy fields were located in the main village area, where the village 
road, houses and homestays were located. However, these scenic fields were also ideal locations 
for tourist accommodation due to their proximity to the village road.  
If ecotourism was pursued as an additional economic activity, this would allow Dusun rice 
farming and rice-based tourism to co-exist as mutually supportive endeavours, thus adding 
weight to idealised notions of Dusun communality and inclusivity. However, villagers intending 
to engage in tourism saw homestay accommodations as a replacement, not a supplement, to rice 
farming. Those engaged in village development presented different ways of viewing their 
relationships with paddy land and rice; organic farmers—and some ordinary rice farmers—
sought to preserve rice cultivation, while the ecotourism operators sought to abandon it. The 
conflict between these opposing views raised multiple concerns about the village’s future and the 
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possible loss of its rice farming heritage, including the semangat komuniti (community spirit) 




Chapter 4  Kaamatan: the rice harvest festival 
‘The bambaraiyon (rice spirit)? We don’t tell those stories anymore.’ 
– Rina, 2 June 2019. 
 
When Rina told me the story of discovering Rembituon heirloom rice,
21
 I commented that it 
sounded like a bambarayon (rice spirit) myth. In the shared animistic beliefs of the Dusun and 
the broader Kadazandusun community, rice grains are inhabited by spirits that guard the rice 
plants and its crop. According to myth, the bambarayon are part of Huminodun’s soul—the 
daughter of the creator gods. Huminodun sacrificed herself to save humankind during a period of 
famine, and various plants grew from different parts of her body. Rice, the staple food of the 
Kadazandusun, grew from Huminodun’s blood. 
Rina rejected my comment. Since their conversion to Christianity in the 1950s, the 
Rembituon villagers had long ceased to tell such stories or conduct bambarayon-related rituals 
during Kaamatan, the annual rice harvest festival.  
The Kaamatan festival is the largest Kadazandusun celebration in Sabah. It is regarded as one 
of the national celebrations in Malaysia, on par with other ethno-religious celebrations such as 
                                               
21 Mentioned in Chapter 2. 
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Hari Raya (or Eid) for Malays and the Muslim populations, Chinese New Year for the Chinese, 
Deepavali and Thaipusam for the Hindu and Indian communities, and Gawai for the Dayak 
communities of Sarawak (Barlocco 2011, p. 618; Tangit 2017, p. 171; Ueda 2009, p. 45). 
Kaamatan is based on Kadazandusun animistic rituals where the bambaryon were welcomed 
from the field to the storehouse, before being fed and feted for their contributions to rice harvest. 
Once complete, it was the village’s turn to celebrate the harvest with feasting, drinking and 
dancing.  
Although these rituals are no longer practised in modern-day Kaamatan celebrations, the 
spiritual and symbolic elements persist. In Rembituon, the local Borneo Evangelical Church 
(SIB) pastor acknowledged the festival with a Christian ceremony to bless the farmers and their 
seeds, thus transforming Kaamatan’s animistic elements in line with the villagers’ Christian faith. 
At the village’s formal Kaamatan celebrations, the visiting dignitary was invited to harvest rice 
and dance with village leaders; actions that were previously performed by bobolian (priestesses) 
during the harvest rituals.  
For the Rembituon villagers and other Kadazandusun people I encountered, Kaamatan was 
the cornerstone of Kadazandusun identity. Vera, a Rembituon homemaker in her 30s, informed 
me that ‘everything about being Dusun is at Kaamatan.’
22
 Probing for her interpretation of 
‘everything,’ I was given a variety of answers: rice, dress, music, dance, food, and handicrafts. 
These were the objects that bound and differentiated the Kadazandusun subgroups. Each 
                                               
22 Malay: semua pasal orang Dusun ada masa Kaamatan 
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subgroup was associated with a particular type of dress, dance, music, and craft that was 
exclusive to the subgroup.  
To see Kadazandusun culture at its finest, Simon, my host father and retired rice farmer, 
recommended I also attend the annual state celebrations held at the Kadazandusun Cultural 
Association (KDCA) headquarters in Penampang. The KDCA is the leading organisation for 
Kadazandusun affairs and has traditionally hosted most of the state’s Kaamatan events since the 
1960s, before Sabah independence and the formation of Malaysia. Having previously worked for 
the state, Simon especially wanted me to study how districts sent representatives to compete in 
traditional sports, sugandoi (singing), and the title of Unduk Ngadau, the harvest beauty queen, 
and observe how local leaders and politicians mingled with the crowds. However, Simon felt that 
the village Kaamatan festivities were more reflective of celebrations from his youth. He 
described the village festivities as smaller, more intimate, and more focused on fostering 
community spirit (semangat komuniti).  
In this chapter, I discuss the significance of the Kaamatan celebrations to the Dusun and other 
Kadazandusun subgroups of Sabah. I argue that Kaamatan provides a platform for the 
performance of identity for villagers in Rembituon and those participating in the KDCA 
celebrations. I first begin by discussing the relationship between identity and performance, and 
the existing scholarship on the festival, linking it to discussions of nationhood and politics. I then 
proceed to provide an ethnographic account of the KDCA and Kampung Rembituon Kaamatan 




Identity and Recognition 
According to David Gellner, the construction of ethnicity and identity are political in 
nature (Gellner 1997, pp. 11–2). Ethnicity is rooted in ideas of shared cultural practice and 
origins which creates ethnic categories and instils a sense of belonging in group members. Ethnic 
mobilisation is essential for group survival; state recognition of group identity allows groups to 
secure scarce resources and compete with other ethnic or social groups (Gellner 1997, p. 11). 
Governments and ethnic group leaders are therefore faced with the practical problem of selecting 
which cultural elements should be highlighted for the purpose of group recognition and visibility 
(Gellner 1997, p. 16).  
In this chapter, I argue that the challenge to ethnic groups lies in not only making 
themselves recognisable, but also in people’s ability to assert their presence on the national 
landscape without threatening the state and its status quo. I suggest that this is a delicate 
balancing act, especially for marginalised ethnic groups whose survival depends on being 
recognised as a political ethnic entity. An aggressive approach which threatens the state may 
result in harsh action against the group’s existence. It is therefore essential for ethnicity to operate 
within the state’s framework, meaning that the construction of ethnic categories and identities 
need to fulfil state purposes. For example, the recognition of the Kadazandusun ethnic category is 
historically related to colonial state bureaucracy. Rice cultivation and its celebration are among 
the defining cultural features of Kadazandusun ethnicity, and are reinforced by the state and 
Kadazandusun political leaders.  
Sara Shneiderman refers to the reification of ethnicity as the “objectification of identity” 
(Shneiderman 2014, p. 7). A group’s culture and identity has to be reified in particular ways that 
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allow it to be recognised and function within the state’s framework and expectations. This, 
Shneiderman asserts, has led to the performance of identity—whereby a set of actions are derived 
from ritual practices and conducted by group members for non-group consumption ‘with the 
express purpose of demonstrating to both selves and others what practices are like’ (Shneiderman 
2014, p. 37). Some members and outsiders regard such performances as problematic and 
inauthentic. However, their concerns are overridden. Performance is derived from practice and 
remains ethnically meaningful to the group. Furthermore, the performance of identity is 
necessary for securing ethnic recognition and the conditions needed for cultural practices to 
flourish (Shneiderman 2014, p. 34). Shneiderman argues that there is no one way of performing 
identity; ethnicity results from collective action “which coheres around the sacred object of 
identity” (Shneiderman 2014, p. 36).  
We can draw parallels between Shneiderman’s observations and the scholarship on the 
Kaamatan festival. Kaamatan and Gawai festivals are the representative celebrations of the 
Kadazandusun, Dayak and other Bornean indigenes who are the only groups who celebrate the 
rice harvest in Malaysia. Toru Ueda (2009) observes that Kaamatan’s status as one of Malaysia’s 
national ethnic festivals contributes to the nation’s multi-ethnic and multi-cultural image. Each 
major ethnic group in Malaysia possesses a representative festival, whose significance is 
recognised by the state through their endorsement of public holidays and state-sponsored 
celebrations. This in turn, recognises the group’s official status and position on the Malaysian 
landscape. Ethnicity is dependent on the group’s ability to collaborate with the state’s vision of 
national culture. Although the state and ethnic elite may play a prominent role in selecting 
cultural symbol, Shneiderman (2014) cautions that the construction of ethnicity is a process that 
involves all individual group members. We can therefore view identity as a mosaic of different 
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interpretations and representations by multiple actors which come together to create a whole 
picture. 
If the expression of identity can be understood as a form of performance, it therefore 
follows that its performance requires a platform, actors, an audience and a message. According to 
Laura Graham and H. Penny, cultural performances and displays are essential expressions of 
indigenous identity (Graham & Penny 2014, p. 11). Like Shneiderman, they suggest that the 
construction of indigenous identity is shaped through its performance in public spaces for public 
consumption (Graham & Penny 2014, p. 14). Group members draw upon “past performances, 
local traditions, and ideologies” (Graham & Penny 2014, p. 12) to create performances that 
appeal to the public and are “infused with expected outcomes” (Graham & Penny 2014, p. 12) of 
visibility and recognition. Not only do performances have to be appealing, but they also have to 
be linked to the group’s past. Establishing this continuity is crucial for indigenous groups as it 
provides them with legitimacy to assert certain positions or make particular claims about who 
they are and their position in society. This is particularly important for indigenous communities 
seeking legal claims for resources and political rights (Graham & Penny 2014, p. 16). Ethnic 
performances, such as dress and dance, are a method of reifying group identity and marking their 
difference from other groups. This is particularly important for members who not fit with the 
community stereotype—“performance may assume greater importance as a means of asserting 
claims based in difference”  (Graham & Penny 2014, p. 16).  
This chapter focuses on the complexities of the Kaamatan festival by providing a counter 
narrative to mainstream perceptions of community unity in performing ethnic identities. I argue 
that the Dusun and other Kadazandusun members may not be completely aligned in their 
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performances of ethnicity in the rice festival. Members’ decisions for participating in Kaamatan 
and performing their identities during the celebrations are informed by a variety of reasons. On 
one hand, Kaamatan attendees demonstrate shared comradery by gathering to reify their imagined 
Dusun and the broader Kadazandusun identities. Simultaneously, the celebrations serve as 
platforms for political mobilisations of power. In the following sections, I demonstrate how the 
2019 Kaamatan celebrations closely followed and responded to the change of political power. I 
propose that performances of identity are produced through collaboration and opposition amongst 
the Dusun, between the Dusun and other Kadazandusun groups, and the Dusun and non-
Kadazandusun. These interactions between multiple actors during Kaamatan lead to multiple 
performances of identity which in turn, creates strong statements about Kadazandusun 
complexities.   
Preparations for the Festival  
The Kampung Rembituon meeting for the Kaamatan festivities was held in the village hall, a 
few minutes’ walk from the house I stayed at while conducting my fieldwork. It was attended by 
the village headman, the MPKK committee, and several volunteers. The meeting began with a 
discussion about the opening ‘gimmick,’ or opening ceremony, for the Rembituon celebrations. 
Their usage of the English word ‘gimmick’ puzzled me. Firstly, it was rare to hear English used 
in daily village life. All conversations and meetings amongst villagers were conducted in Dusun 
or Malay. Secondly, the term usually referred to publicity stunts. When I asked Zeb, an 
organising committee member, about this, he answered that they had ‘always’ used ‘gimmick’ for 
the Kaamatan opening ceremony performed by the invited dignitary, describing it as similar to a 
ribbon-cutting ceremony. The dignitary’s attendance and participation were essential to the 
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village’s Kaamatan celebrations. Invited guests of honour for Kaamatan were usually local 
district politicians—either members of federal parliament or state assembly persons. Their 
attendance represented a form of political recognition for the village, and a means of affirming 
the relationship between politicians and their constituents.   
Kaamatan events begin with the act of harvesting rice. Turfs of paddy are placed on stage and 
harvested by the guest of honour to mark the beginning of the celebrations. Selected dignitaries 
were often of Kadazandusun descent, although non-Kadazandusun dignitaries were sometimes 
invited to officiate Kaamatan events. For example, the Chief Minister of Sabah—a non-
Kadazandusun—was invited to attend the 2019 state Kaamatan celebrations as the main guest of 
honour and performed the opening ceremony of harvesting rice. In many cases, the guest of 
honour was also invited to dance the sumayau
23
 with community representatives, accompanied 
by gong music. These symbolic gestures echoed animistic practices of the past. In some rituals, 
the performance of gong music and sumayau by the bobolian (priestess) are essential components 
of the ceremony (Hussin 2008; Hussin, John Baptis, & Pugh-Kitingan 2018, p. 188). Since the 
decline of Dusun animism, political leaders have replaced the position of the bobolian at 
Kaamatan.  
The Kaamatan festival carries strong political connotations, since the first official state 
celebrations in 1961. As I elaborated in the introduction, the renaming of the broader 
Kadazandusun community began in the 1950s during British rule as Britain prepared to exit the 
region. The celebration of the rice harvest emerged as an important political strategy for building 
                                               
23 Traditional Kadazandusun dance. More commonly known by its Kadazan name of sumazau. 
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solidarity and strengthening ties amongst the various rice-growing communities of northern 
Borneo. Despite their disagreements, the Kadazandusun subgroups were able to agree on their 
shared identity as rice agriculturalists and the importance of a Harvest Festival holiday. The 
British colonial government had previously allowed local leaders to incorporate thanksgiving 
rituals into the Tamu (market) Festival (Yamamoto 2002). In 1960, the British colonial 
government agreed to recognise Kaamatan as a state holiday. This was a significant achievement 
for the interior communities of Sabah that created additional nuances to the meaning of 
Kaamatan as it was ‘no longer simply a traditional religious event related to the agricultural cycle 
but an event of major ethnic significance as well’ (Loh 1992, p. 243). Such assertions of political 
unity enabled the Kadazandusun collective to solidify their position as the largest ethnic group of 
Sabah, and created a prominent political bloc in anticipation of the formation of Malaysia in 
1963.  
In the collective Kadazandusun memory, the past festivals of 1961, 1976 and 1982 were 
particularly significant as they coincided with shifts of political power in favour of the 
Kadazandusun people (Loh 1992). The 1961 Festival was an early portent of the anticipated 
replacement of the British colonial government by Kadazandusun leadership. The 1976 Festival 
celebrated the revival of Kadazandusun political power after the defeat of the Mustapha 
government. As discussed in Chapter 1, Kadazandusun unity was threatened in the late 1960s 
onwards by Tun Mustapha Harun, who repressed the Kadazandusun Christians and encouraged 
Muslim conversion. This effectively created rifts between the Christian and Muslim 
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Kadazandusuns. Kadazandusun Christians believed that the re-election of Tun Fuad Stephens
24
 as 
Chief Minister would relieve them from religious pressure. However, Stephens died in the 
‘Double Six’ plane crash shortly after the 1976 elections. His replacement continued Mustapha’s 
policies against Kadazandusun and Christianity. In 1982, the Kaamatan festival became a site of 
political struggle between the state government and Kadazandusun-led opposition. The 
government replaced Kaamatan with a Pesta Rakyat (People’s Festival) for all Sabahans, 
removing animistic rituals and denying Kadazandusun participation. In protest, the 
Kadazandusun opposition organised an alternate Kaamatan celebration that was attended by 
Kadazandusuns who boycotted the government’s Pesta Rakyat.
25
 
Diana, who was responsible for organising the Rembituon Kaamatan performances, 
suggested having the guest husk rice using a traditional pounder and mortar. It would be a novel 
experience for their Dusun dignitary, who was a deputy minister on the Malaysian Cabinet. It 
was also an opportunity to promote Rembituon heirloom rice. However, the committee decided 
to proceed with the original plan of harvesting rice onstage. Pounding rice took too much time 
and energy, and the assistant minister was scheduled to attend multiple Kaamatan events that day.  
Trixie Tangit describes Kaamatan as ‘a political stage on which Kadazandusun actors 
demonstrate their clout’ (Tangit 2017, p. 171) by attending Kaamatan celebrations and mixing 
with the public. Such actions reveal relationships between politicians and the people, as well as 
                                               
24 Formerly Donald Stephens, Tun Fuad Stephens was the first Chief Minister of Sabah. He spearheaded the 
campaigns for the establishment of the Harvest Festival holiday, and the renaming of North Borneo and the Dusun. 
Stephens changed his name upon conversion to Islam. 
25 See Loh (1992) for details. 
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the systems of patronage between elected officials and their constituencies. Village invitations 
demonstrated village loyalties to elected representatives and political parties. The planning 
committee decided to invite their district’s Member of Parliament (MP) instead of their state 
assembly person to officiate the Rembituon Kaamatan celebrations. The committee explained 
that the MP was on the Malaysian Cabinet and a member of the leading political party in Sabah. 
Their state assemblyperson belonged to a less prominent party. As the new government was still 
establishing themselves, the Kaamatan celebrations were an opportunity for the Rembituon 
committee to express their support for the new government.  
During the village celebration, the MPKK chairman’s welcome speech thanked the deputy 
minister for the government’s support of the organic rice farmers and agricultural plans. The 
dignitary’s speech emphasised the significance of Kaamatan, describing it as a celebration of 
budaya (culture) and a symbol of Sabahan semangat and fellowship. The speech ended with brief 
outline of planned government projects, which included developing the village’s roads and 
tourism. Official Kaamatan speeches given by multiple government and community 
representative are particularly revealing as speech givers attempt to convey particular narratives 
about the celebrations (Barlocco 2011; Ueda 2009, p. 51). At the state level, the government 
representatives emphasise importance of Kaamatan as one of the main national cultures in 
Malaysia, comparing the festival to other ethno-religious festivals. Kadazandusun leaders speak 
of inclusiveness as various Kadazandusun subgroups gather to celebrate their diversity and unity. 
At local levels, invited VIPs and community leaders tend to focus on their immediate community 
and situation. Barlocco (2011) and Ueda’s (2009) studies were reflective of my own. However, 
the Rembituon speeches held different meanings due to the change in government. The MP’s 
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speech reflected possible promises made during the last election and to communicate the 
government’s goodwill to the village. 
Kaamatan is a busy period for Sabahan politicians. The celebrations often extend past the 
month of May and into June. Elected representatives attend as many as six to eight Kaamatan 
events every weekend. Not only are they required to attend the state celebrations at KDCA and 
other Kaamatan events supported by the state government, but they are expected to attend district 
and village celebrations held in their constituencies. Politicians saw this as their duty to support 
the people by attending these social occasions; at the same time, their attendance was a way of 
further securing support from their electorate.  
At KDCA, Kadazandusun politicians toured the festival grounds, pausing to talk to stall 
operators and festival attendees. Images of rice were scattered throughout the grounds, appearing 
on festival buntings and information boards narrating the mythical and animistic origins of 
Kaamatan. Politicians sampled local produce, including various varieties of rice. The state 
agricultural department promoted newly developed rice strains for commercial farming. Dusun 
rice farmers from Kota Belud, including Rembituon’s organic rice farmers, promoted organic and 
non-organic heirloom rice grains. It was clear that Kaamatan provided the state and its rice 
cultivators with the context for showcasing rice and asserting difference. The commercial grains 
represented state policy and agricultural development; while the heirloom grains represented 
Dusun identity and tradition. I observed that visiting dignitaries were studiously supportive of 





Figure 8: Display promoting newly developed rice varieties for commercial agriculture at KDCA (Source: Author 2019). 
The dignitaries’ tour ended with a visit to the KDCA village area, where permanent replicas 
of traditional sub-group houses were located. These houses were kept open to the public 
throughout Kaamatan as a space for various displays and performances. The politicians’ arrivals 
were greeted with gong music and dancing. Visiting dignitaries reciprocated by dancing with the 
organisers before thanking them for participating in the KDCA celebrations. In ‘houses’ with 
karaoke sound systems, Kadazandusun politicians performed Kadazandusun songs to an 
appreciative ‘home’ audience. The Rembituon celebrations followed a similar format where after 
83 
 
harvesting rice and dancing, the guest sang a Kaamatan-themed song to the audience. Politicians 
who were able to turun padang
26
 by dancing, singing, eating, or drinking with their electorate 
were well regarded. They were seen as tidak sombong,
27
 despite their political and social status, 
and it demonstrated a willingness to engage with the community on their own terms. 
 
Figure 9: Dusun heirloom rice from Kota Belud district displayed at KDCA (Source: Author 2019) 
Expressions of Identity at KDCA 
According to regular KDCA attendees, the 2019 Kaamatan celebrations had changed under 
the new organising committee. The 2019 Kaamatan was the first rice harvest festival organised 
under the new state government. Throughout the period leading to Kaamatan, there were rumours 
                                               
26 Malay: go down to the ground. 
27 Malay: not proud 
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of power struggles and dissatisfactions as previous organising members aligned with the old 
government were replaced with new. These changes were not unexpected; as mentioned, 
Kaamatan has always been a site of political struggle. Each change of government is marked by 
changes in Kaamatan, reflecting the political nature of the rice festival. Although the basic 
Kaamatan program remained the same, there were significant changes to the management of 
heritage houses and festival stalls. On the surface, these changes seemed minute and designed to 
attract a wider audience, especially the younger Kadazandusun. However, I demonstrate that 
these changes were discomfiting for long-time supporters of Kaamatan. For individuals living in 
Kota Kinabalu and the greater city area, the heritage houses at KDCA functioned as gathering 
spaces for people wishing to celebrate Kaamatan with their ‘home’ community. During the day, 
the heritage houses were cultural performance spaces for dance performances and selling 
handicrafts. At night, the houses were transformed into celebratory spaces, with tables and chairs 
set out for eating and drinking. Although these spaces are open to all members of the public, 
Kadazandusun visitors were more likely to gravitate to the ‘houses’ associated with their 
subgroup and district. These houses were extensions of one’s ‘home’ kampung. Entering these 
spaces drew people into a community of saudara (relatives) which gave them a sense of 
connection to the people gathered in the house.  
Formerly, space was cleared at each house for sumayau dancing with attendees singing 
Kadazandusun music on karaoke.These were absent from the 2019 celebrations. Instead of 
traditional music and local songs, attendees danced to American hip hop and Korean pop tunes 
under disco balls. The 2019 celebrations attracted a younger crowd; however, regular attendees 
felt excluded from their heritage house spaces. An attendee commented that the heritage village 
felt like a nightclub. Another difference observed by KDCA Kaamatan regulars was the lack of 
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traditional rice wine. Veteran attendees complained about stalls offering rice wine ‘cocktails,’ 
with rice wine flavoured with artificial fruit concentrate. But the ‘cocktails’ were popular with the 
younger crowd, who were unused to rice wine.  
The consumption of rice, rice wine, alcohol and pork are essential features of Kaamatan 
(Barlocco 2014; Tangit 2017). Traditional rice dishes, such as linopot,
28
 and rice wine are made 
and consumed in large quantities. According to older Rembituon villagers, the rice harvest feasts 
celebrated the fragrance and softness of newly harvested rice that was experienced through its 
consumption as rice and wine. But this significance was mostly lost in Rembituon as the public 
Kaamatan festival does not align with Rembituon’s harvest period. Non-halal items of alcohol 
and pork serve to differentiate the non-Muslim bumiputera from Muslim bumiputera: Islam 
forbids Muslim consumption of pork and alcohol. In Rembituon, pork was a must at village 
feasts. Many of the KDCA food stalls specialised in preparing smoked wild boar for customers to 
consume with alcohol. Beer companies, such as Carlsberg and Tiger, were prominent sponsors of 
the Kaamatan festival. Even in conservative Rembituon, where alcohol consumption is 
discouraged by the Borneo Evangelical Church as immoral, the rules were relaxed for Kaamatan. 
The village celebrations were followed by raucous partying in the village hall, with men 
gathering to drink alcohol, sing, and dance amongst themselves. Kaamatan was the only occasion 
when rice wine was openly consumed in Rembituon. 
Throughout the Kaamatan period, between April and June 2019, debates about alcohol 
consumption (moginum) played out over social media and local newspapers. Alcohol, 
                                               
28 Linopot is a traditional dish associated with the Dusun and other Kadazandusun subgroups. It consists of steamed 
rice and yam wrapped tightly in tarap tree leaves. 
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particularly rice wine, was associated with disorder and unruly conduct by religious authorities 
and the state. Public service messages were played over the radio and distributed over social 
media, cautioning people against drunk driving. Residents living near KDCA complained about 
the late-night music and loud carousing that continued into early dawn. On social media, festival 
attendees expressed concerns about underage drinking, overtly sexual dancing, and drunken 
behaviour (Alaza 2019; Doksil 2019). Such behaviour reflected badly on the Kaamatan 
celebration and the Kadazandusun community. However, some KDCA attendees argued that 
moginum was part of culture, relating it to practices of Kadazandusun sociality and relationship 
building.  
Visitors to Sabah were often brought to KDCA or invited to village celebrations to watch 
performances and feast with locals, regardless of ethnic or religious backgrounds. Unlike other 
years, the 2019 Kaamatan had less Muslim attendees as the celebrations coincided with 
Ramadan, the Muslim fasting month. Halim, a Malay man from Peninsular Malaysia who moved 
to Sabah in 2016, said he usually visited KDCA with his Kadazandusun wife and her Christian 
and Muslim Kadazandusun relatives. However, they were too fatigued from fasting and the hot 
weather to attend that year. Instead, they were planning a joint Hari Raya (Eid) and Kaamatan 
celebration at home. He and his Muslim in-laws did not consume non-halal items during 
Kaamatan but did not mind when their Christian relatives wished to drink alcohol. Lionel, who 
was of partial Kadazan descent, expressed that the KDCA Kaamatan celebrations was an 
opportunity for the Kadazandusun community and other Sabahans to gather and celebrate 
Kadazandusun values of semangat komuniti (community spirit).  
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Performances of Identity in Kampung Rembituon 
Compared to the KDCA celebrations, the village Kaamatan in Rembituon was a quieter 
affair. Diana, an organising committee member, informed me that the village celebrations were 
about bikin meriah (creating liveliness). Kaamatan did not match the Rembituon harvest period, 
the Kaamatan dates were permanently fixed for the last two days of May. For the Rembituon 
villagers, Kaamatan was less about rice and more about participating in the celebrations in the 
state. A Kadazandusun village that neglected to celebrate Kaamatan lacked community spirit.  
Unlike the KDCA Kaamatan, where information boards reminded attendees of the 
bambarayon and the association of rice with Huminodun, the Rembituon celebrations gave no 
mention of the bambarayon and animism. Instead, villagers related Kaamatan to a past practice 
known as moginakan (feast); a major animistic ceremony held after the rice harvest (Evans 2007, 
p. 266), which has since been discontinued and forgotten after their conversion to Christianity. 
Only the social aspects were emphasised in their retellings. My host father, Simon, was one of 
the few who still remembered the last few moginakan held in Rembituon after WWII. 
Neighbouring villages were invited to attend the feast and stayed for several weeks. It was an 
opportunity for Rembituon villagers to renew their relationships with other villages and to share 
their wealth in the form of hospitality. Village alliances were reaffirmed, young villagers fell in 
love, and musicians would exchange musical compositions.  
These latter elements of music and dance were especially important for Simon. Kaamatan 
was an opportunity to pass on his musical skills to the younger Rembituon generation. During his 
tenure as village headman, Simon insisted the village youth learn to perform Dusun dances and 
music, sending them for district and state competitions. Although these dance and gong 
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ensembles have been discontinued, some former members continued to perform and train the 
village youth for Kaamatan performances.  
The main Kaamatan dancers consisted of primary school age children. The teenagers were 
too shy to dance on stage and preferred to participate by playing the gongs. The latter also 
possessed fewer opportunities to practice, as most were boarding at the local high school. As a 
solution, there were two gong ensemble performances for the Rembituon Kaamatan. One 
consisted of veteran musicians, who performed for the visiting dignitary, while the teenagers 
performed for the villagers before their guest arrived. To the audience’s amusement, the latter 
performance turned into an impromptu lesson when an exasperated veteran decided to take 
charge of their unsteady performance. The village hall was filled with clapping and shouts of 
encouragement when they finished. It was an amateur performance, one of the villagers 
commented, and first-time performers often made mistakes. What was important was to 
encourage the younger generation to continue playing.  
Like the KDCA and other Kaamatan celebrations, the Unduk Ngadau was the main highlight 
of the Rembituon festivities. The organisers created categories for the village children and odu 
(grandmothers). The older generation were often left out of the Kaamatan performances and 
relegated as spectators. The organisers were determined to give the grandmothers an active role. 
They rented traditional clothes and accessories, reasoning that the odu had few opportunities to 
dress up and wear makeup unless they were persuaded to participate in the Unduk Ngadau. It was 
a way of honouring their presence in the village. When the odu stepped on stage, the audience 
cheered and family members rushed forward to take photographs. 
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Simon was dissatisfied with the Kaamatan program. He complained afterwards that the focus 
on the Unduk Ngadau was improper as it neglected other cultural aspects of Kaamatan. He was 
disappointed by the short musical program and the mistakes made by the young gong players. 
Although traditional dress is a part of culture (budaya), Simon observed that the Unduk Ngadau 
was a modern addition to the contemporary Kaamatan festival. However, Diana argued that the 
villagers had little interest in budaya and audiences would be bored by cultural performances. 
The main purpose of the Kaamatan program was to entertain the community and mark the 
occasion. 
The political elements of Kaamatan did not detract from its status as a community 
celebration, or the centrality of rice in constructing Dusun identity. The organising committee’s 
attention to ensuring participation from various age groups demonstrated their concern in making 
Kaamatan an inclusive event. Because the celebration was held in the intimacy of their own 
community, attendees and organisers were less particular about their performances of identity—
except when outsiders were observing such performances. The presence of outsiders, in the form 
of political dignitaries, created pressure on organisers and performers to perform according to the 
expected standard expressions of Dusun identity. In their absence, performers were free to make 
mistakes and be supported; such mistakes were essential to the learning of performances of 
identity. However, debates over the village Unduk Ngadau simultaneously suggest that not all 
Dusun members were able to agree about the forms of performing identity as cultural authenticity 
and community inclusion contend with each other.  
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Negotiating the Past, and Living in the Present 
The Kaamatan festival is an interpretation of the past, placed in a ‘modern’ setting for public 
consumption. Although it draws on the past and includes elements of Kadazandusun culture, such 
as dancing and music, Kaamatan is ultimately a public space for the performance of identity. 
Those who participate as organisers, performers and attendees are involved in the production of 
Kadazandusun identity. Despite criticisms of its ‘modern’ elements, these incorporations are 
necessary for practices to survive and to sustain interest in the festival. Without public interest, it 
would be difficult for the Kadazandusun community to be recognised as a distinct ethnic 
community. The tension between traditional performance and entertainment was a constant 
refrain throughout the KDCA and village celebrations. The clothes of Unduk Ngadau contestants 
at KDCA were constantly monitored for authenticity (Ueda 2009). Although the event was the 
main highlight of the KDCA celebrations, my host father objected as it overshadowed the rest of 
the village events. However, as Diana argued, it was difficult to sustain interest without such 
events. Looking at the history of the Unduk Ngadau contest, Yamamoto (2002) observes that 
beauty queen contests and sports competitions became part of the Kaamatan program in an 
attempt to modernise the festival and encourage participation. 
The Kaamatan festival simultaneously functioned as a space for state representatives, ethnic 
elites and group members to meet and demonstrate their loyalties to each other. Although 
Kaamatan invites all attendees, regardless of political affiliation and social position, to meet in a 
relaxed environment, politicians and community representatives performed their ceremonial roles 
in ways that secured their electoral and local positions. The participation of villagers 
demonstrated their support of elected political representatives. These representatives were 
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expected to reciprocate by fulfilling their social and political obligations to their electorate; in 
doing so, this provided them with increased opportunities garner additional electoral support. The 
corresponding change of the KDCA organising committee with the change of government 
presents further evidence of the deep political connotations of the Kaamatan festival and its 
relationship with the state. Kaamatan’s history reveals that the rice harvest festival acts as a 
platform for the performance of identity that is moderated by political actors who seek to create a 
cohesive narrative of Kadazandusun identity.  
Offstage, however, the performance of identity is enacted by festival attendees who are not 
bound by the imposed frames of the political elite. These group member performances seek to 
express their Dusun and broader Kadazandusun identities through culturally meaningful 
exchanges with group and non-group members. These interactions are intimate, where the Dusun 
and other Kadazandusun subgroups attempt to establish their relationships as saudara (relatives) 
who belong to the same symbolic heritage house. In turn, this belonging links them to the 
Kadazandusun collective and a reaffirmation of their shared ancestral past as rice cultivators. 
These relationships and shared histories are experienced and renewed through the shared 
consumption of rice and rice wine. Additional the ceremonial performances of rice harvesting, 
Christian blessing of rice seeds, and accepted consumption of rice wine served to remind the 
Dusun villagers of the origins of Kaamatan and their intimate relationship with rice. Rice and rice 
harvests are thus ceremonial and central to the performance of Dusun and the broader 
Kadazandusun identities during Kaamatan. Through this symbolic power, we can see how rice 
continues to be centred at the heart of Kaamatan, and through the performance and acceptance of 
Dusun identities.  
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Chapter 5  Conclusion 
In the introduction of this thesis, I proposed that Dusun identity was closely related to 
people’s relationship to rice. In using rice as a lens for investigating the Dusun people, I departed 
from prior scholarship that mostly focused on the role of politics in constructing ethnic 
boundaries for the Kadazandusun collective. Instead, I argued that rice is arguably the main 
boundary that separates the Dusun from other ethnic groups in Malaysia. Rice and its cultivation 
are made implicit in their name, acting as a permanent reminder of the Dusun agricultural 
identity. The influence of rice cultivation in relationship to culture and livelihood, and to a sense 
of community and national belonging, underlies the construction of Dusun ethnicity and the 
maintenance of Dusun identity. 
Villagers in Kampung Rembituon described rice as a source of physical and emotional 
semangat (spirit/ willpower). Dusun farmers do not see all types of rice as created equal. 
Although rice agriculture in Malaysia is associated with the various bumiputera communities, 
each ethnic community takes a different approach to rice cultivation. Where rice cultivation in the 
Peninsular is characterised with wide-scale mechanisation and the adoption of high-yield grains, 
the Dusun farmers have rejected these changes, albeit unwillingly. In this dissertation, I have 
shown how their geographic and economic conditions have inadvertently created the conditions 
for traditional Dusun rice farming and heirloom rice cultivation to flourish and persist. Not only 
have these traditional knowledges and inheritances been preserved, but other Dusun community 
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structures and practices, such as reciprocal labour, sharecropping, and traditional 
landownership, have been maintained alongside the continued cultivation of rice. It is 
additionally observed that these practices have created a safety net for those who have left the 
village, thus continuing to support their endeavours outside of traditional Dusun agriculture.  
Although traditional agriculture contradicts the Malaysian nation-state’s vision of 
modernising the agricultural industry, the Dusun community of Rembituon are keen to prove 
their desire to participate in the state’s development and to support their elected government. The 
development of organic rice farming is an expression of concerted community effort to contribute 
to the government’s development visions. Their willingness to engage in public engagement 
workshops demonstrates an openness to work with the government. At the same time, these 
endeavours allow them to express their interpretations of Dusun identity as a community that 
cares about health and community relations, and who live amidst paddy fields.  
These efforts have supported other community-led efforts to develop Rembituon as an 
ecotourism destination. Maintaining the Rembituon rice fields reinforces Rembituon’s image as 
an authentic, traditional Dusun village; a proper Dusun village cannot exist without rice. For the 
villagers uninterested in performing culture for tourists, the rice and their paddy fields speak for 
themselves as they are eloquent expressions of the farmers’ Dusun identity. However, the 
unfettered construction of tourist accommodation threatens to remove rice from its central 
position in Kampung Rembituon. This alerts us to the problems of community-led development, 
where the lack of oversight and myopic vision threatens to topple the structures supporting the 
project. In this case, the conversion of paddy land for tourism will potentially sabotage 
Rembituon’s efforts to develop their village as a tourist attraction. As tourism operators seek to 
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move away from their dependency on rice, this raises concerns about the continuity of Dusun 
semangat komuniti (community spirit), which is dependent on reciprocal labour.  
Despite attempts to distance the Dusun and the broader Kadazandusun subgroups from their 
agricultural origins, rice and its cultivation continues to act as a persuasive force in forging a 
sense of community and village identity for the Dusun in Kampung Rembituon and for linking 
the various Kadazandusun subgroups as a collective. Rice acts to reinforce the collective’s belief 
in their shared mythical origins and traditional practices. Regardless of whether or not Dusun 
villagers are actively engaged in rice cultivation, rice provides them with a focal point for 
foregrounding their shared histories and the conditions for their shared identities as 
agriculturalists. The annual Kaamatan celebration effectively acts as a ritual space for the 
performance of Dusun and/or Kadazandusun identities. This has proved to be a powerful tool for 
mobilising the Kadazandusun community as a unified ethnic-based political entity. Politics, 
culture and practice intertwine to create coherent narratives of Kadazandusun unity that are 
undermined by counter-narratives that tease out the complexities of the Kaamatan celebrations. 
Although rice and its harvest ostensibly lie at the heart of the Kaamatan festival through the 
consumption of rice and performance of rice related ceremonies, the celebration, as I have shown, 
is a localised and a broader expression of Dusun and Kadazandusun identities, an assertion of the 
presence of an ethnic community on the Malaysian landscape. 
The Dusun people occupy an odd position on the Malaysian landscape. As part of the 
bumiputera, they are included in the largest ethnic majority in Malaysia. In reality, the Dusun 
account for only a small proportion of the Malaysian population. We can draw parallels between 
the Dusun experience and rice. Not all types of rice are created equal. Some varieties of rice have 
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been kept and carefully attended to; bred and selected for certain traits, such as increased yield or 
pest resistance. Because of their increased production, these grains are readily available for 
mainstream consumption on commercial markets. In contrast, the cultivation of heirloom rice and 
Dusun traditional cultivation techniques are not mainstream, but exist on the peripheries of the 
Malaysian rice industry. Consumers of heirloom rice are forced to seek the grain in out of the 
way places. The marginal status of heirloom rice and traditional agriculture is a reflection of the 
marginal status of Dusun ethnicity. The maintenance of traditional Dusun rice farming through 
the marketing of organic rice farming is effectively the maintenance of Dusun identity. And the 
continued preservation of heirloom grains is an expression of Dusun ancestral lineage. 
I conclude by showing that rice is related to all aspects of Dusun identity. The Dusun 
emphasis on collective life is reflected in their practice of reciprocal labour and Dusun values of 
semangat komuniti (community spirit). Their relationship to the paddy land is expressed through 
land inheritance and ancestral claims to land. Dusun sociality and care giving are demonstrated 
through the provision and sharing and rice-based meals and wine during Kaamatan. Dusun dance 
and music performances are also linked to rice, where songs and dances were exchanged and 
developed during thanksgiving harvest rituals and celebrations. Rice is deeply imbued in the 
Dusun imagination, providing them with an anchor that ties them to their ancestral lands and pre-
colonial past. More crucially, rice provides us with a way of understanding Dusun identity and 
the changes that have taken place in the community. As time passes, it will be important for 
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